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Editor’s Note

T

HE UNITED STATES, AS A society, is on the brink of profound and positive

change. Demographically and culturally, things are improving, and the
reason is obvious to people who study history: Conflict pushes us to
be better, to strive for principled goals. Consider the inspired eco-advocacy
of Greta Thunberg. Or the swearing in of most diverse class of lawmakers in
history into the 116th Congress. Or billionaire Robert F. Smith’s pledge to pay
off every Morehouse College (in Atlanta, Georgia) student’s debt. Indeed, there
are many good people helping and great moments happening in spite of a bleak
24-hour news cycle designed to ruin happiness and to limit our understanding
of our human potential. We at Witness see this yearning for transformation
in the works we selected. The doorway must be crossed, and the voices and
characters we featured in our Winter 2019 issue stand at the vestibule, ready
for the light to warm them, primed to fight for that necessary illumination.
Every page of this issue is marked with promise of change. The haunting cover
photo by artist Shravya Kag. The image of a “a boy playing a shiny trumpet,
made of air” in Bruce Bond’s poem “Southern Music.” The unsteady narrator
in Amitai Ben-Abba’s “The Golem Self-Defense Collective,” who discovers that
her messy efforts to protect her Jewish kin have ultimately reaped fantastic
results. The shattering moment in Martha Petersen’s essay “Remnants,” as the
author and her fellow funerary co-workers are preparing a body for cremation,
when we flash to an earlier scene in which her infant son suffers a terrifying
asthma attack, requiring eerily similar care from ER attendants (and, spoiler,
he thankfully survives). Every piece of writing in this issue takes us to the brink
of disaster and shows us courage, resilience, and a desire to accomplish good
in the face of evil. We are delighted with the sequence of the works, too—how,
for example, the poetic compression of Carolyne Wright’s poem “Shadow
Palimpsests,” with its elegiac five-syllable lines, foreshadows the conditional
darkness of Eman Quotah’s hard-bitten tale of refuge, “Blood Qur’an.” We are
grateful for the chance to share these works with you.
We are also excited to debut a new format for our online issue. With any luck,
you’re reading our issue as a beautifully designed PDF on the Kindle Cloud
Reader. We hope you enjoy the experience of reading the latest issue, and
we know many of you reading this foreword are writers yourselves. Take our
invitation to heart: Send us your most emotionally stirring work, please. Witness
is waiting to hear from you.
Cross the threshold and join us.
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BRUCE BOND

Southern Music
Music is quick, lithe, incisive as a bullet,
					however slow the measure.

Out of the wound the gut the throat the horn the little dish
				

of ashes at the table,

through the chatter of the glasses

and bottles on the wall

and into the street

where a boy is playing a shiny trumpet made of air,
music arrives a little early. Nameless, new, unrepentant.

And the song is blue as the day is hot, which is why he plays it,
because some days the beauty in the sky in the barbed fields of cotton
hurts,
					and the music gets it,
			gets oddly specific
where there are no words, no Louisiana yet, no coin
							of the realm.
Whatever the passage, it is changing hands, because, to hell with that
and that, it says,

6
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and the strange new hand on another’s arm

is here and gone and here again, changed again and slightly more at home.

And the horns are growing
brighter, bolder.

And the smoke in a woman’s body
						is breaking into
laughter.

...
The gun that takes the elephant down,
				

the roar of the great beneficent beast

and the dust that rises, the slave
			

who saws through the cream

						of the ivory, the five men
bought to carry, the one in five who dies of exhaustion, the roar

of the great beneficent wind and the spume it raises,
the long sea journey, the one in five
				

ships chained to the dead who go

down with it, the look of the drowned
			

in the living, the open eye of the departed,
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the song of the wreck

					on the ocean floor:
they are bound, all of them, for the grand pianos of Europe,

				

where a composer, an insomniac,

beaten as a child, a solitary man,
a nervous temper and a hair-storm in his prime,
		

will lay his fingers on the white keys,

						whose names dissolve,
		

because he is just that full

of some vague demand, something he forgot as a boy and never did
remember.

And the long legacy
will pull one direction, written, and the music another,
		

and the oceans will erase

				

the deep engravings of the shore.

...
These nights, I close my eyes, and the dust and branches
		

on the shores of the border

					tumble through the chamber.
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Sometimes the sharp flash in the corner
				is the river.
					Sometimes the lens.

In a better dream, a boy carries his guitar
over his head as he walks across the river.
				

And where and when, however he plays,

he gathers strangers on the road. Sometimes they know the words.
Sometimes a fire at the center
				

makes the makeshift gathering stare.

In every eye of the circle, a particular fire.
		Smaller, deeper.
		

In every flash in the corner. A river, a lens.

All that rises into heaven
dies. I see that now.

In a better dream,
the dust and branches on the shores of the border
					tumble through the chamber.

WITNESS
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MARTHA PETERSEN

Remnants

W

E KNOW DEATH IN THE form of the funeral lunch with its casseroles

(twelve servings per pan), ham (one-quarter pound per person),
and rolls (one and one-half each). We know it in the forks and
knives we wrap inside napkins so they are easier to grasp, in the pitchers of
water we set at each table and keep filled. We’ve seen the end products of bodies arranged carefully into casket beds—the hands clasped prayerfully—our
whispered words, only a shell. But we are new to the work of adulthood, our
children brushing adolescence at the oldest. We’ve lost grandparents, but not
yet our mothers or sisters.
There are four of us, one for each limb.
The woman lies under a sheet on a metal table. Her forehead, breasts, and toes
form her profile. What we know: she died in a hospital within the boundaries
of our congregation; her husband has already gone back to Nevada and has left
her to be cremated; she has no other family here. It is up to us, the smoothers
of suffering, to dress her body.
Megan is the president of our group and is in charge, but like the rest of us,
she’s never dressed a dead person before. Deborah is best at prayers, so she
offers one, thanking God for the chance to serve this Dear Sister. Then I ask
the question. “What is her name?”
Lark shrugs.
Megan snaps on a glove.
It seems right to uncover her face, so Deborah and Lark fold the sheet down,
but we’re not working there yet, so no one stares. Instead, we gather at her
feet, ready to begin. This morning, we’ve been called away from our usual jobs
as mothers —feeding, nursing, carrying, wiping—to take care of this woman
we’ve never met. We will place our hands on her body, bend her joints in our
gloved hands, dress her in underclothing and a robe. I can’t do all this without
an introduction. I’ll call you Katherine, I say to her. We’re here to help. We’ll dress
you in clean white clothing since you can’t do this for yourself.
Megan folds the sheet up to the knees. Here we have our first look at the
roadmap of veins and blue mottled skin, the narrow, calloused feet. Katherine
is a small person.
10
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...
MY MOTHER’S BEDROOM WALL IS like a painting—a ceiling-high shelf layered

with reams of brilliant, folded fabric. With the thriftiness of having always been
poor, she’s folded and refolded and saved every piece that might prove useful.
“Where did this one come from?” I shake out a nubby-textured yellow square
with orange diamonds. I’ve seen pictures of my sisters wearing hideous, outof-style bell-bottomed pants made out of this material.
Mom is leaning against her bed pillows, working on a hem. “That’s a remnant
piece from SAS I bought when we lived in the valley. There’s enough there to
make a skirt. I could make one for you.”
Quickly, I fold the yellow piece and place it back on the shelf, then choose
another, sheer with green printed flowers. My nails catch in it. It is too rough
for a dress, and it smells like my chemistry set.
“What’s this one?”
“Curtain material,” she says. “I made sheers with that once and who knows,
I might again.”
“When we lived in the valley?”
“That’s right. You don’t remember that.”
She’s right. I have no memories of cacti and endless sun. My thirteen years have
been spent in the mountains, in the shade of pine trees, far away from the desert.
Later that night, when my mother calls me out of my bedroom to begin the
yearly marathon of measuring and sewing school clothes, I walk out in just my
underwear. She’s recently taken a class on blue jeans, how to make them look
store-bought—rivets instead of buttons, contrasting thread, machine hemming.
I have asked her to embroider me a label while she’s at it, which will go on the
outside of my jeans and will show. I might finally be one of them, the kids with
tags on their clothes and friends to spare. She unspools the measuring tape,
running it from my waist to my ankle, then holds the tissue paper pattern against
me, marking it with blue pencil. Later, she’ll lay out the fabric, and from my
bedroom, I’ll hear the mincing sound of her scissors as she cuts it into pieces.
“Where are your clothes?” she asks through a mouthful of pins. They quiver
as she talks. “You’re too old to be running around in your underwear. Why did
you come out here like this?”
“I don’t know,” I say, which is partly true. The tissue paper pattern is a thin
skin against mine. I want to feel her warm prints on my body, the delicious
softness of her hands pressing against me here and there. I know already my
life will be different from hers. I have no skill with scissors.
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...
FROM THE INSTRUCTION MANUAL, WE know the stockings go first. They are

gauzy white and they hang from Deborah’s fingers like empty snakeskins. “We
should roll these on, don’t you think?” she asks. Without waiting for us to
answer, she bunches one of them together and fits it over Katherine’s toes. We
help smooth it up her calf, covering her veins and dark patches with a healing
second skin. Someone has cut her toenails straight across, but nobody has
bothered to polish them or scrub the callouses from her heels.
The slippers go on easily over the stockings. They are woven with shiny
polyester threads, and they reflect the fluorescent lights above us. Everything
glares here—the slick metal cabinets, the table, the tile floor and ceiling. The
front room of the mortuary, where families are greeted and comforted, is
beautified with potted violets and soft chairs. Up there, hymns lilt through the
speakers. There is no soft chair here, no pillow for Katherine, no music.
Megan refolds the sheet over Katherine’s knees and feet. Her smile is soft
and young and dimpled. “She can stand in a holier places now,” she says. We
all hum in agreement, even though it is obvious to me these slippers will never
see anything holier than this room.
Deborah has brought the silky garments instead of the cotton type, so they
will slide easily over Katherine’s skin. “I didn’t know what size she’d be. She’s
tiny and these are too big.” She lays the bottoms out on the sheet and shapes
them. “I wanted them to fit her better.” Her voice rises at the end, as if she’s
asking a question.
“She won’t care,” Megan says, and gets to work.
I admire the way Megan’s hands move—expertly, without hesitation, even
though this is her first time, and she’s had to check the instructions to know what
to do. Katherine’s legs are heavier than they look, but her knees are surprisingly
easy to bend. To turn her on her side, Lark and I push against her hips with all
our strength, then we hold her there. We pull the bottoms underneath and
around her, which forces me to lift the sheet (I am sorry, Katherine). When we
are finished, Deborah and Megan do the same work from the other side of the
table, pushing, straightening, smoothing.
In order for us to get her top on, I place my hand beneath Katherine’s neck and
lift her head a little. I thank whoever took the time to comb her hair recently—
it is only matted in a few places. Her eyes and her mouth stay open, though,
because no one has been given the job to wax them shut. She’s got holes in her
neck and her chest through which they pumped life-extending chemicals. What

12
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a shame nobody will cover these with putty. No one will blush her cheeks or
gloss her lips.
I hold the sheet down over her breasts as we bend Katherine’s elbows, bringing
her hands through the sleeves, smoothing the top down over her chest. She is
decent now, modest, covered in sleek, spotless white, ready for her robe. One
of us folds the sheet and drops it in a lidded laundry bin. We no longer need it.
“See, just like dressing our kids,” Megan says, with that smile. She wipes her
forehead with a cloth and we stand looking at each other. When she lifts her
arms, I notice she has sweated through her blouse.

...
“WHY DID YOU WAIT SO long to bring him in?” a nurse asks me, wagging her

head.
My baby is suffocating. The woman at the front tells me retractions (skin
sucking against the ribs) make this situation emergent. Before I can explain
anything, they’ve got a machine out, puffing albuterol into his face.
Should I tell them my husband and I have only one car and I had to find a ride?
Do I explain that my son is just six months old and I’m new to motherhood?
Should I admit I don’t know the difference between asthma and a cold?
The nurse lifts him out of my arms, strips him to his diaper, and places him
on a white-papered, padded table made for an adult. He makes little gasping
noises. The fluorescent hospital lighting reveals the blue crescents under his
fingernails. When she turns her back, I press my ear against my son’s chest
to hear what else I’ve missed. Each wheeze, in and out, sounds like a storm
shredding the tops of trees.
A younger nurse wheels in a pole with an attached bag of clear fluid. “Steroids,”
she says. I know by her broad, open face that she will not blame me. “This will
do the trick.”
When she forces a needle into the skin of my son’s foot, he pulls his legs back
against his body.
“Hold him,” she tells me.
I want to say there is no way I can do this, I’m his mother. But my baby’s nails
are blue and the older nurse is measuring something, so I do what must be done.
I straighten his leg against the table. I hold it fast. She can’t find the vein right
away, so she works at it, rolling the needle back and forth, going deeper. His
leg muscles contract under my skin, his little broken screams make me shake.
I pray he won’t remember this.

WITNESS
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The older nurse pulls out a beige blanket from a cabinet. “His veins will
work better once we warm him up,” she says. She lays it on him and he curls
into it, sucking his lip. This is a useless blanket, thin and scratchy, but I’m sure
he prefers this covering to nothing, and besides, the nurses have left him alone
for a moment.
I’ve got a blanket at home that is much better. The quilt my mother made
from scraps is soft and warm, but it is too beautiful to use. No shoe prints or
vomit stains have ruined the appliquéd lions smiling in their sunny boxes. It
is a work of art, better hung on a wall.
A group of students files past us. They pull the blanket away and press their
stethoscopes against the skin of my baby’s chest to listen and learn. They point
out his ribs, the motion of the retractions. They listen to the storm inside him.
Get away from us and learn on someone else’s child, I want to scream at them. But
I don’t, because my son’s fingernails have started pinking up.

...
AFTER THE UNDERGARMENTS, THE ROBE is nothing. It is heavier fabric, like a
thick towel, a solid outer covering for Katherine’s body. The long sleeves take
care of the splotches on her arms, the length takes care of her legs. We’ve fixed
a sheer veil over her face. Now she looks like she’s been prepared for a viewing,
except for her hands. They are bare and lay at her sides, unprayerful.
“Should we fix those?” I ask Megan. None of us knows what the instructions
are for the hands. I’d like Katherine to look peaceful, like death is nothing to us
or to her. I motion to Lark. Together we bend Katherine’s elbows and move one
of her hands to her stomach, then the other. They fold together for a moment,
but we don’t have the right materials to make them stay. Her hands fall back
to her sides.
We pull off our gloves and toss them in a special locked wastebasket, then
wash our hands with powerful soap. We hug and thank each other, and then
gather our bags to leave. The only other person left to see Katherine is the man
who will tip her into the fire. Maybe she has no idea what we’ve done here.
Maybe she doesn’t care. She may have moved on to more important projects
already. But I like to think she stands with us, feeling the warmth of our hands
against her skin, grateful she won’t meet that man or that fire naked. I take a
last look at her body, which is covered except for her hands. I tell her, I’d have
polished your nails, Katherine, if I’d had something to do it with. It is not our job to
turn off the lights, but we do it anyway.
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CAROLYNE WRIGHT

Shadow Palimpsests
(After Bob Perelman, from “Chronic Meanings”)

Unfinished business, we could have
remorse or suicide, not yet
scrolling our lost coordinates into
friends gone AWOL in some
powers smaller than our notice

you knew the score, but
no dress reddening with every
friend’s child who came upon
the studio’s single shaded bulb
like back-dated options, where

your steps retraced themselves and
the crime scene taped off
one helluva down payment on
symptom or contagion, who knows
we weren’t trying to change
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that child a decoy for
did I forgive your hand
everything tied to Baby, please
who died a thousand times
sitting you down to say

we’ve erased the years between
the child found dead under
a blur in closet mirrors
you in fading coveralls, then
entered into that code-switch

accents crawling backward on hands
no statute of limitations on
our desires played hide and
secrets long deferred like dresses
like a necromancer’s aura, you

sifting gumbo filé and paprika
our love always mortgaged to
Talk to me, Baby, please
every man’s lucky charm, before
the lights within our bodies
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how else to speak with
your slant, meticulous hand, not
that other woman’s dress under
a foxhole you almost didn’t
life savings and their crawl

that child struggled hard but
close calls cancelled out our
stumble across the color line
other women’s eyes, unbending signatures
no decoys for any future

dead without clairvoyance, old dreams
Gotta keep movin on, until
heart’s lanes color of regret
did we fool ourselves with
stumble-dance into the dark

hook behind our bathroom door
Napoleonic ne’er-do-wells strolled
blood cash that spilled from
dreams and their costly evasions
that woman’s dress, Not red

WITNESS
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not coffins yet, lined up
your child fighting for his
two-timed, blue-lined letters
hurtling down some headlong road
what else could I tell
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EMAN QUOTAH

BLOOD QUR’AN
“How can we be sure this is Saddam’s blood and not that of some of
his victims?” —Anonymous Western diplomat, The Telegraph, 2001
“I don’t like to talk about this now. It was a painful part of my
life that I want to forget about.” —Abbas Shakir Joody al-Baghdadi,
calligrapher, The Guardian, 2010
“It’s an incredible amount [of blood], if that [number] is correct.
That certainly would have made him anemic.” —Celso Bianco, America’s
Blood Centers, Live Science, 2010
“Say, ‘I seek refuge in the Lord of daybreak/From the evil of that
which He created.’” —Surat al-Falaq, The Qur’an

...

S

AY IT’S TRUE. A DICTATOR rolling up his sleeve once a week, so a nurse can

flick his/her/their fingernail against the blue vein on the soft inside of
the dictator’s elbow, feel/see the vein puffing up, insert the needle, see/
hear the dictator gasp just a little, not enough to seem weak, see his blood rush
through the clear plastic tube until it moves without seeming to move. Until
it looks like static red yarn.

...
SAY IT REALLY HAPPENED. START with three questions: Why? Why? Why?

...
SAY IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO STOP thinking about it. Ask more analytical questions.
Why not a phlebotomist? Doesn’t the dictator want the best? Doesn’t he have
every phlebotomist in the country at his beck and call? How does the nurse/
phlebotomist/health worker collect the blood? Where does it go? Does it flow
WITNESS
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into a plastic bag that hangs from a metal stand? Into an emptied-out inkpot?
Into a jar or a bottle? And why must the calligrapher be by the dictator’s bedside?
Why must he bring his reeds to the dictator’s palace? And his knives, which he
uses to freshly cut the nibs before he dips them in ink/blood/substance? And
his best paper and his polishing stones and his albumen and his dignity and his
talent?
Why does the dictator make him witness?

...
SAY THE CALLIGRAPHER DOES PACK his things and get into the car the dictator

sends to his house once a week. Of course he does. He can’t say no. It’s a white
car with tan upholstery. We do not have to ask/imagine why he can’t say no. The
car smells like incense and sometimes like onions and sometimes like grilled
fish and sometimes like cigarette smoke. The driver speeds because the dictator
is waiting.

...
SAY TRUTH IS STRANGER THAN fiction. The guards, the muscle, blindfold the

calligrapher when he arrives at the palace. Everyone knows where the palace is,
but the dictator does not want anyone but his family and his guards, his muscle,
to know how to reach where he sleeps at night. The blindfolded calligrapher
sees blackness, inky blackness. His favorite color. He lets it seep into his body,
all the way to the tips of his fingers. The guards hold him by the elbows as he
walks.

...
SAY THEY DO NOT TAKE him to the place the dictator sleeps, to an opulent

bedroom decorated with gold and damask and silk, with oil paintings of the
dictator and his grown sons on the walls. Instead, when the blindfold slips from
the calligrapher’s eyes, he is in a room furnished like an exam room in a clinic.
Mint green walls and modestly tiled floors, an examination table, two plastic
chairs, a small metal sink.

20

EMAN QUOTAH

FICTION

...
SAY THE NURSE/PHLEBOTOMIST/HEALTH WORKER IS always already there, his/

her/their blindfold pulled down around his/her/their neck.

...
SAY THE DRIVER/GUARDS, IN FACT, take the calligrapher not to the palace

but to a private hospital, which the dictator bought years ago to care for the
members of his inner circle. The dictator’s son, on the first day, is in a room
down the hall, but the calligrapher doesn’t see him. The calligrapher hears
the guards whispering, saying the dictator has been worried, has been visiting
twice a day. The calligrapher thinks of his own children, a boy and three girls
who are always begging for ice cream.

...
SAY THE DICTATOR ALREADY HAS the sleeve of his military jacket rolled to

his bicep. The dictator explains he wants the truth to be known. He wants the
calligrapher to see the blood being drawn. Wants him to know the ink he will
use to inscribe an entire Qur’an really is, 100 percent, the dictator’s blood.
“Don’t mix it with ink,” the dictator says. “It will be a blood Qur’an.”
“I’ll need to fix it with chemicals,” the calligrapher says. “Not enough to
dilute it.”
He can’t bring himself to say the word “blood.”

...
SAY THE CALLIGRAPHER STARTS AT the beginning. On the first day he writes:

In the name of God the Merciful the Beneficent.

...
SAY THE DICTATOR LIKES TO watch the calligrapher work because he doesn’t
trust anyone, not even his own guards or his children, and because nothing is
more beautiful than God’s words. The calligrapher works the traditional way,
not at a desk but rather seated on the floor with the pages propped on his thigh.
Someone brings a cushion for him to sit on. He feels the motion of his own hand
inscribing God’s words into the paper and, by extension, into his leg, his body.
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...
SAY ONLY GOD KNOWS THE truth of all things in the heavens and on Earth.

The calligrapher does not want to do what he has been asked to do. Blood smells
nothing like ink and is not black, not even when it dries. He feels he will faint
as he dips his nib in the dictator’s blood. He knows he cannot faint. He feels he
will faint as he watches the needle prick the dictator’s vein week after week.

...
SAY THERE IS NO ESCAPE. Each week the calligrapher writes the verses in riq’ah
script. He has studied calligraphy since he was fourteen. He is the Picasso, the
Matisse, the Monet, the Renoir of calligraphers. Each week the dictator’s blood
stains the callouses on the calligrapher’s index and middle fingers. It refuses
to wash off for several days.

...
SAY WE SEEK REFUGE IN God. The calligrapher prays. Will God have mercy
on him, the man who wrote God’s word with a dictator’s blood?

...
SAY THE DICTATOR, THE NURSE/PHLEBOTOMIST/HEALTH worker, the driver,
the guards, and the calligrapher repeat this routine for two years. They expect
a new war but they do not expect it. They do not expect defeat, not even the
calligrapher, who has never felt more defeated.

...
SAY THE MORE THINGS STAY the same, the more they change. The nurse/

phlebotomist/health worker is not always the same person, but in their scrubs,
they look indistinguishable to the dictator and the calligrapher.

...
SAY THE PHLEBOTOMIST’S BROTHER DIED on the battlefield years ago. No one
replaced the blood that flowed from his wounds.
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...
SAY THE CALLIGRAPHER KNOWS A family whose sons disappeared.

...
SAY THE CALLIGRAPHER FINISHES WRITING the Qur’an, and no one ever sees

it.

...
SAY THE DICTATOR WRITES A proclamation to his subjects: “I have been

blessed by God not to have spilt much blood for this great nation. And so I have
donated my blood to the writing of his word.” Illuminators decorate the edges
of the Qur’an’s pages in gold and azure. The country’s most accomplished book
binder encases it in leather. The dictator displays the holy book in an enormous
mosque with minarets piercing the sky like missiles. With minarets designed
to look like missiles.

...
SAY NOBODY IN THE DICTATOR’S country cares about the blood Qur’an.

...
SAY MILLIONS OF PEOPLE’S BLOOD has been spilt, and will be spilt, and millions

will die of hunger and disease.

...
SAY UNCLE. THE DICTATOR FALLS. The dictator is executed. The hospital is
taken over by Americans. The calligrapher flees to America.

...
SAY THE AMERICANS STAY AND stay. The Qur’an remains on display, but every
day someone threatens to destroy it. Every day, the imams discuss the best way,
the only way, to destroy a Qur’an: burn it.
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...
SAY WE CAN’T FORGET THE past. It haunts us, whether we remember it or

not.

...
SAY A GOOD SAMARITAN SAVES the blood Qur’an. He/she/they steals away

one page at a time, until the binding is an empty husk.

...
SAY IT IS NOT POSSIBLE to destroy a Qur’an. The red ink, the red blood, is like
a correction, like someone has corrected every word of God’s book. Otherwise
the pages of the blood Qur’an look like the pages of any other Qur’an.

...
SAY THE GOOD SAMARITAN HIDES the pages all over the house. Under a

mattress. Inside suitcases. Rolled up in shoes. Stuffed between the pages of
other books.

...
SAY THE IMAMS WHO WANT to destroy the blood Qur’an find it, every single

page of it, and they can’t bring themselves to burn it. It is God’s word. It is
pages from their history. They display the book in a long series of glass cases.
The dictator’s blood winks at anyone who comes to look, but no one comes to
look because the gallery is locked, and the dictator is dead, and no one wants
to look at his blood, and no one should be allowed to look at his blood.

...
SAY ENOUGH IS ENOUGH. THE dead are buried, and the living are confronted

every day by blood Qur’ans.

...
SAY GOD’S WORD IS THE truth.
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...
SAY THE STORY DOESN’T END.

...
SAY IT KEEPS COMING BACK.

...
SAY, IN THE NAME OF God, the Merciful, the Beneficent. I seek refuge.
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AMITAI BEN-ABBA

The Golem Self-Defense Collective

I

T STARTED WITH SYNAGOGUES, JCC’S, Hillel’s.

First there was a mass shooting, bombings, and arson. Then
assassinations. A major academic, a high-profile novelist, a famous
comedian, a handful of philanthropists.
No hitman was caught, and there was evidence that law enforcement was
complicit.
It was the leviathan of anti-Semitism, resurfacing. Clearly: We needed the
Golem.

...
MY IDEOLOGICAL ANCESTORS WERE HAVING a conversation in my head:

“I won’t go into the ovens like a good Jew, like some sheep.” Abbey, rough
and energetic, street-smart. “The time has come to summon the Golem,” said
the Rabbi. “For too long has it been stowed away.” “Strategize in the dark. Then,
when they least expect it, strike,” said Emma, sharp as an arrow, quick. “Mir
veln zay iberleben,” Moishe, in Yiddish. “We will outlive them. They will be
footnotes in our history books.”
I let them rant inside of me. The moon was bright. I was in my office, the Sun
Room, which was now a Moon Room, which was really a poorly insulated storage
room into which I had carved a space for my desk and books. The night felt like 1933:
It was cold (relatively), and I needed new boots (to stomp Nazis), but John had spent
all our spare money on alcohol (on kombucha, really, which was alcohol to me).
John was the goyishe mensch of my Anne Frank. If the Storm Troopers
arrived, he would be the non-Jew to hide me in the attic. It’s true that we were
partners too and I would have sex with him regularly, but I enjoyed it, mostly.
Another ancestral lesson: Find your goy and do what it takes.
As far as those go, he wasn’t that bad. John never chastised me about my
refusal to be a wage-slave and seemed to find my abnormalities charming. He
even feigned interest in my scholarship and listened—a warm look you might call
love in his eyes—when I’d lecture about the curiosities I’d be drawn to: the queer
Talmudic rabbis I discovered, the anarchic political system that ungoverned the
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Israelites harmoniously until monarchy ruined all. “ ‘One day, Rabbi Yohanan
was bathing in the Jordan River,’ ” I’d quote the scriptures. “ ‘Reish Lakish saw
him and jumped into the Jordan, pursuing him. Rabbi Yohanan told him: Your
strength is fit for Torah study. Reish Lakish responded: Your beauty is fit for
women.’ ” Growing up Catholic, John had an ingrained aversion to theology,
but my Torah was somehow different. He’d listen like a boy.
Now, he was sleeping in the other room. I scribbled: The first rule of Golem
Club: Do not talk about Golem Club. Shook my head. Crossed it out.
“No point in writing manifestos and constitutions,” Abbey said. “We’ll work
it out as we go.” “Let our action determine our doctrine,” said Emma. “Thus
assuring precise theoretical coherence.”
Okay then, I thought. Guess I just need to figure out what it is I want to do.

...
OUR FIRST COUPLE OF MEETINGS were in the park. John came and our neighbor
Rachel. John being a goy meant that our collective would be open to Allies. I had
vaguely wanted the group to be Jewish-only. It would be safer, less likely to be
infiltrated by fascists and pigs if we’d limit our pool to the Jewish community.
Whatever, I figured. Let the action determine the doctrine—I didn’t have enough
of a crowd to be picky. Since exiling myself from Facebook and other platforms
of mass surveillance, I could only reach out to people in my immediate circle.
Rachel was to be our instructor. She had learned Krav Maga back in Michigan.
“Krav Maga is a colonialist martial art,” I declared. “Its basis was stolen from
indigenous forms and it has been used to oppress Palestinians. Nonetheless, we
shall instrumentalize it, for the master’s tools can and will be used to destroy
the master’s house.”
They stared at me blankly for a moment.
“Okay, great!” Rachel flashed her embarrassingly American enthusiasm.
“Should we start?”
We ran laps to warm up. Then she showed us how to punch and made us
practice as a couple, hitting knuckles against the other’s open hands. “Don’t
get carried away,” she warned. “Light hits only. Until we get equipment.”
I broke a sweat, enjoying it; here I was, a Jewish woman, seizing my destiny
and molding my body as an instrument of self-defense. I imagined Nazi noses
smashing against my fists. I made up a Yiddish chant to go with the rhythm of my
punches: Schlogen—hit—fascisten—hit—dos iz a mitzveh. Punching—fascists—this
is a mitzvah, the final syllables counting four hits. I raised my tempo.
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“Good work, Deborah!” Rachel said.
I corrected her, breathless, “Dvorah—”
“Ouch! Fuck!” I hurt John’s hand. He held it.
I got carried away. He sat out, the wuss. My little fist hit a nerve.

...
DVORAH. THE NAME I PICKED for myself. I’d been ogling it since third grade
Bible class. Dvorah was a prophet and a judge, the author of the first lyrical
poem in Hebrew. And she led the Israelites to war against Sisera and predicted
that he would ultimately be defeated by a woman, Yael, who seduced him with
milk and, while he slept, hammered a tent stake into his temple. A warrior and
a poet, as I would be.
In Israel it was a grandmother’s name. It wouldn’t do. Only after migrating
to the States did I start using it. First as Deborah, trying to fit, practicing an
American accent in front of the mirror, massaging my cheeks to let the air in.
But now that I was building the Golem, I could Hebrewize my name. Now that
I was going to be a militant leader, it made sense to stick out as Israeli.
I was Dvorah.
“I just can’t stop thinking of you as Deborah,” John said, then used his baby
voice, “my Debbie.”
I smiled softly. “You will learn.”
“Maybe if you changed your pronouns to ‘they’ it’d be easier for me to accept it.”
“I’m not changing my fucking gender, just one sound in my name.”
He was silent.

...
BY NOVEMBER, WE HAD FIVE members and a solid routine. Warm-up, kickboxing
combos, then Rachel would show us some new technique: how to escape a
choke-hold, disarm a club-wielding assailant, fall to the ground without losing
the fight. I wouldn’t propagandize yet but did have us sit in a circle afterwards
and each say a bit about the practice. It was clear that Moira came for the free
exercise and Erez had a crush on Rachel, but they took the class seriously. I
asked them all to reach out to their friends.
“I can post about it on Facebook,” Erez said.
I said not yet. “We are building a Jewish anti-fascist self-defense collective.
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We still don’t have a structure in place to be safely open to the public.”
They didn’t get it, but they would. And the news was getting so bad that soon
we had around ten people show up each week. Jews were thirsty for it. There
were Dan and Elana, who became regulars. Both were very awkward and very
nice, Jewish in the most American way. He was tall and bony and would talk
incessantly about bagel joints and Bundist publications, sporting revolutionary
patches in Yiddish on his clothes. She’d push her glasses up her nose every
few seconds and invite us all to a million events around the Bay: Shabbat this,
Shabbat that, demonstrations and fundraisers and talks. They were both active
in Jewish anti-occupation groups and they were exactly what I needed. Through
them, the Golem would become a fitness and self-defense home for politically
active Jews, and a political home for athletic Jews in tandem.
A synagogue hosted us in their basement. We now had fifteen participants
twice a week. Noam appeared like so many others through the thicket and
offered to teach us Systema; had us roll on the floor, practice knife fighting
and disarming armed robbers. Donations would trickle gently into the carton
box and my Venmo account. I bought punching bags and gloves and first-aid
supplies.
By New Year’s we had two free drop-in classes a week and one Collective SelfDefense Lab for core members. It was adorable, seeing these klutzy scholarly
Jews grapple and punch each other, scrawny limbs flying. My body would stay
sore for weeks, but I loved it, calves swelling against my once-loose jeans.
Zionists started showing up, machos with Israeli military shirts and Jewish
supremacist tendencies. It was time to start proselytizing.
One evening after a particularly well-attended practice, we were sweaty and
exulted, and I gathered us ahead of me. I let myself be a vessel; my ideological
ancestors spoke through me: “We are blessed to be here in the House of God,”
the Rabbi started. “To have this space to train our bodies and minds, to embody
the spirit of our people in the values of self-education and autonomy.
“When we enter synagogue, we pray—” I recited the full verse in the Hebrew:
And I in your great love will come to your House to kneel before your Holiness. “But
in these times, like so many other dark times, the blood of our people flows in
your house, God, and as I am kneeling before your holiness, God, I find myself
lying in a pool of blood.” Silence.
“Yes,” Abbey said, and I channeled it, my palms facing upward. “We are here
because we will no longer be led like lambs to the slaughter.” Emma continued,
“We are all here, we have been here, we started this project because of the
assault waged by the oppressors on people of all gender, religious, and ethnic
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expressions. Our power lies in our solidarity, in our ability to stand up for
ourselves and for each other, in our capacity to organize and win.
“In the 16th Century,” the Rabbi continued, “the Rabbi of Prague made the
Golem out of clay. He recited Hebrew incantations and it came to life, a giant
that defended the Jews against pogroms.
“We will be the Golem, brought back to defend our community and others
in need.”
I’d leave it there as food for thought until the next practice. Little by little, I
would let Moishe, my ancestor from the Jewish Worker’s Bund, tell them about
Zionism, this right-wing ideology that has nothing to do with the Judaism of
the Torah, of tikkun olam (repairing the world) and tzedek tirdof (pursue social
justice). Zionist leaders, beginning with Herzl, the founder of the colonial—now
hegemonic—stream of Zionism, have always made one hand with anti-Semites
to force Jews out of their homes and into the Holy Land. Slowly, I would break
this truth to our members, and the Zionists would either drop out or change
their minds. “We are here in the diaspora,” Moishe would preach through me.
“This is where we stand and struggle, in Doykayt, in here-ness, and this is where
we stay.”
At home, I outlined the Golem’s online presence, kept it vague—yeah, some
basic progressive politics, sure, but mostly just as a self-defense class with a
Jewish focus.
Soon, the project occupied all my time. Reading and studying took second
place. My relationship with John deteriorated proportionally. He petered out of
practice within two months, would sulk when I’d do administrative work for the
Golem into the night, and make snarky comments about my megalomania. He
worked in tech, lived in comfort, spent his life not caring much about anything.
“Knock it off,” I said. He wanted me to come and lie next to him. I had just
received an email from a woman in San Jose who had heard about the Golem
and asked if we were interested in branching off. I told him I would respond in
brief, then join him dutifully in bed.
“I’m just wondering what happened to the quiet, bookish girl who used to
be my girlfriend.”
“I’m still that person.” I typed on.
“I don’t know. You’re going off about a mass militant movement. Did you
try listening to yourself? You’re like the Generaless of the Jews.”
That stopped me. I shut the screen. “The Generaless of the Jews?! My people
are facing slaughter, John. Does that mean anything to you?”
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“That’s a little dramatic, Deb. The police are protecting you. I mean, I’m
with you, you know, self-defense is important and all, but it’s not the Third
Reich, just a couple of wingnuts with guns here and there, and not in California
anyway.”

...
I LEFT ISRAEL AS SOON as I turned eighteen. I wasn’t going to get drafted like
the rest of my family; I had grown up with a decent comprehension of history,
and the contradiction between our heritage and the State was stark. I went
to Haifa Port and hitched a yacht to Greece. Over the years, I worked my way
West, learning the languages of every place I’d been to, following the trails of
my ancestors. I was to be the epitome of the Wandering Jew—carrying the
grief, the knowledge, the pain of the ages, the misery and love of the Eternal
People. Books and scriptures would be my teachers; the great Jewish authors,
theorists, and activists—my family.
I knew that the US was the Promised Land of the Diaspora, where the most
radical and innovative Jewish projects were thriving. These included the trans
interpretation of the Torah and Talmud—a fully consistent reading tracing a
line of trans and queer ancestors in all generations beginning with the first
human created by God—and the burgeoning secular Yiddish revival—the
renaissance of the language that was physically annihilated by the Nazis and
culturally erased by the Zionists. I kept wandering westward across America,
absorbing this vibrant diaspora from shule to shule, making a meager living
with translations, subsisting mainly on shoplifting and dumpster-diving.
I finished my pilgrimage in the West Coast. It had been ten years since I left
Jerusalem and I was now as far away from it as physically possible. The San
Francisco Bay Area was where I would finally put down roots. Until the Golem,
I had been surviving and observing, conditioning the harmless John in case the
worst happens, as per my ancestors’ advice. He was the quintessential white
liberal: well-meaning, ignorant, spineless. But now that the Golem was around,
I didn’t need his protection. His sexist and borderline anti-Semitic “Generaless
of the Jews” revealed the ugliness in the white liberal’s core.
It was hard to leave. I had come to love my desk in the Moon Room. But I
knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep with John again, and my suitcase was already
packed. I moved into the synagogue.
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...
THE GOLEM GREW LIKE A monster.

I started a fourth evening, an intensive study group for no more than fifteen
khaverim. It was the first class led exclusively by me. The idea was to train cadres
to be able to start new branches of the Golem. As with the Black Panther Party,
Oakland was just the beginning.
Soon, the khaverim started taking initiative. A community was growing
independently of me, hosting open Shabbat potlucks on a weekly basis and
having drinks after class. I would stay away from alcohol: even a kombucha
would put me to sleep, bring up nightmares about that night in Dunkirk before I
crossed into England, when I spread my mat in the ferry terminal… I was weird
in that way, and it was unfortunate, what with wine drinking being practically
a mitzvah. I had always felt more comfortable giving speeches to a crowd than
having small-talk, but I attended the gatherings anyway. It’s not like I had
anywhere else to go.
Spending my nights in the basement was depressing. After practice, I’d be
too exhausted to read with the little lamp I had found on the street, but I still
couldn’t fall asleep. My body was used to John’s soft bed. I was turning thirty.
I set up my corner behind two screens in the synagogue. Assembled my
books as a little wall beside the sleeping bag. The cleaning lady was a sweet
Mexican woman called Maya. She saw La Conquista Del Pan in my impromptu
library and told me excitedly that her great-grandparents were Magonistas in
revolutionary Tijuana. She would tiptoe when cleaning around early in the
morning (never mind the vacuum cleaner) and whisper while talking on the
phone. On Mondays she would bring me tostadas and beans. “I had extra, my
kids don’t like them,” the Spanish hopped off her tongue.
Maya was not going to turn me in. Schick, the synagogue’s rabbi, would find
out eventually, but I was determined to postpone the inevitable. I’d stash my
few belongings in different parts of the building: my clothes in a dark plastic
bag near the Purim stuff, my wall of books covered behind the screens. Then
I would go to the public library, spend the day doing administration, doze off
on the table, listen to my ancestors, try to read.
“We need a gun safety class,” Abbey said in my head. “Our people are not ready
for armed struggle,” the Rabbi replied. “And anyway, the government and the right
will always have more guns than us. Our strength is in the mass movement, with
the people, lo yisa goy el goy kherev. The tzoyrer hates us because we’re soft and
imagines himself hard. Let us not mirror his image. Soft power can take a blow
organically, shape-shifting like water.” “I’m not saying full-on armed struggle
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for chrissake. We need to know what to do when shit hits the fan”—I imagined
bits of feces spraying in the wind when Abbey said this—“Don’t be naïve. That’s
the whole point of the Golem.” “I do not think it would be strategic at this point,
either,” said Emma. “Our base of support is deep in nonviolence. Self-defense
classes are one thing, but if the media shows us toting guns, it will make us a target
and alienate a lot of congregations that would otherwise be our allies.” “If we don’t
take charge of our destinies in a serious way, we’ll lose to the Zionists the swaths
of our population that are ready for serious self-defense.” Moishe was oiling an
ancient revolver in my imagination. “Narishe tzionistn,” he spat. “Nonviolence
against Nazis is suicide.”
I adjourned their meeting, went to get lunch at the Food Drive. It was horrible,
the spaghetti-and-meatballs oily, the lettuce tired and unwilling, but at least I
wouldn’t risk facing off with the law or angry workers as with dumpster-diving
or shoplifting. The more ragged and dirty I looked, the more I stuck out, and the
less would workers turn a blind-eye when seeing me digging through the garbage
at high-brow restaurants, Chez Panisse or the Cheese Board. Concessions had
to be made. I missed showers and laundry and linen. I even missed John, his
warmth, how he would sing when washing dishes. I shuddered and banished
these feelings with sheer strength of will. I was Dvorah—had to bear the brunt
of my people’s history. The street curved like an elbow towards the Food Drive.
The chic, gentrifying Oakland bars dwindled, giving way to warehouses and
dysfunctional neon lights, memorials of dead businesses.
I tried to focus instead on my ideological ancestors’ debate. I was with Emma
on this one. Noam told me that gun-safety was essential to Advanced Systema,
insisted we had to know how to handle weapons if we were going to learn how
to disarm gun-carrying assailants. I agreed with him. Despite going AWOL, I was
no pacifist, and had learned how to use hunting rifles during my pilgrimage. But
guns had a certain romanticized image that, if leaked and spun in the media, could
limit our reach at this point. In the Collective Self-Defense Lab, however, we did
start laying the groundwork for teams to secure Jewish events. They would wear
bulletproof vests and carry pepper-spray or tazers but would ultimately still be
dependent on the police if real shit—turds and bullets flying—hit the fan. “One
step at a time,” Emma said. “Learn from the Panthers’ mistakes.”

...
ONCE, I WAS WANDERING INSOMNIAC towards the Torah scroll dazed like

a phantom in the night. The alarm went off. By then, thick, dark bags almost
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protruded under my eyes, Elana and Dan had spearheaded a new San Francisco
chapter, and teams of five would regularly secure events in congregations around
the East Bay. I waited out the alarm, but Schick called me into his office in the
synagogue a couple of days later.
“What’s this?” His sausage fingers were holding a copy of The Black Cat
Sabotage Handbook. Rage simmered, molten in my temples. It was a rare edition,
one of a handful ever printed. He took it from my library. “I looked it up, Dvorah.
This is a banned book that you are keeping in our synagogue. I found this too.”
A tube of toothpaste. “Then I looked at our security footage. Apparently, you
are entering the building every evening and leaving every morning?”
Schick was a big man, bald with a gray, short-cropped beard and a still-black
mustache. His eyes were wet, kind; now they looked at me severely. “I’m in
transition,” I said.
“You can’t live here, Dvorah.”
“I know. I’m looking for another solution.”
“Dvorah”—I hated how he pronounced my name—“we appreciate the energy
that you bring, but to be honest, the congregation isn’t all that comfortable
with many things about the Golem Collective. Apparently, you’ve been saying
that Israel is ‘a colonialist project’? That it ‘mirrors our enemies’?” He was so
prepared, reading off a paper on his desk. “Dvorah, we’ve always been pro-Israel
here.” I knew that, of course: the Israeli flag stood by the Torah; I intended to
change that. “True, we don’t agree with many things about the current Israeli
government, but we can’t have you question the very existence of Israel within
the walls of our temple, come on, this verges on self-hatred! Look,” he leaned
back in his chair, his eyebrows settled, “I think the Golem should find a different
home.”
“How much did they pay you?”
“Pay me?”
“The Israelis.”
“The Israelis? Why would they pay me? We give donations to Israel every
Tu BiShvat! Listen to yourself, Dvorah, you’re talking as if there’s a Jewish
conspiracy to get you out of here!”
I wanted to pin his arm behind his back and knock his face against the desk,
use the skills I had acquired, for a change. “Israelis are not necessarily Jews,”
I said, losing control. “Zionists collaborate with anti-Semites.”
“Please, Dvorah, you need professional help. This conversation is over.” He
stood up stacking papers on his desk. Like a fucking bureaucrat.
“They have always been working with anti-Semites. And here you are, a
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Zionist, kicking a Jewish woman, an exile with political asylum, out into the
streets. Do you know I have an arrest warrant in Israel?”
“This is enough. I don’t want to call the police.”
“So you would call the Cossacks on me? No surprise, you fucking capo.” I was
standing too. Not sure since when. He was dialing on his phone. “The Judenrat
is back. It’s September ’39 all over again.” I left and slammed the door.
I walked halfway down the hall before turning around. He was startled when
I came back in. “I forgot my book.”
“Your what?”
“My fucking book.” I grabbed The Black Cat and the toothpaste.

...
THIS WAS BAD. I DON’T know what I was thinking. I should’ve just contacted
someone, literally anyone from the Golem. But I spent the night in the park,
fantasizing about firebombing Schick’s house. I was so out of it, I didn’t even
send a message to cancel Krav Maga. Schick was there to tell them all about
our encounter. Rachel took the equipment and sent me a couple of messages
I didn’t bother looking at.
In the thrall of disintegration, I knocked on John’s door early in the morning.
He looked at me as if I were a ghost.
“Deb? My God, you look like shit, what happened?”
“I need you to hide me. They’re looking for me.”
“What? What are you talking about? Who’s looking for you?”
“The fucking gestapo, you idiot! Can I come in?” I tried to walk through but
he stood in the way. “What the fuck?”
“Look, this is not a good time.”
The newspaper guy threw the Chronicle; it landed behind me; I jumped and
almost fell. I grabbed John’s arm. “I’ll do anything you say. Anything. Please
just let me in.”
He recoiled from me. “I moved on, Deb. Listen, I’m not alone here, okay?”
I stared at him in shock. He wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t save me. I was wrong
about him after all. He wasn’t going to be the Kugler or Kleiman who would
risk the worst for my Anne Frank. I heard a voice from inside. It was a young
woman. At that moment, I remembered that the Franks had been betrayed by
an unidentified young woman who called the SS.
I ran away from there as fast as my legs could take me. I ran and ran and ran
with no direction, until I collapsed by the freight yard near El Cerrito.
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The train tracks did it. I was carrying the trauma of millennia of Jewish
persecution; that sight was the final straw. I remember convulsing, my heart
beating against my chest as if it wanted to break out, and the smell of them,
the hordes of my ancestors stacked together in their shit and sweat, starving
and thirsting in the cars. In a ditch nearby, Moishe lay, a bullet in his forehead.
I heard wails. I could discern Emma’s among them, screaming for help, no
composure, no collected sharpness, and I was helpless. I wanted to free her,
but I couldn’t move. Nazis were holding me, pinning me down, laughing.

...
I WAS FOUND, I WAS told, by an old lady and her Pekingese. She attended a
local congregation and remembered me, despite my grisly state, from a time
I did security there. I was taken to a hospital and later to a psychiatric clinic. I
didn’t have insurance, but the Golems raised the funds. I was very lucky.
When I came to, it was a moonless night, and I could see stars—Cassiopeia
like a “W”—through the window. For weeks, I was in a daze, seeing shadows,
talking to myself, my ancestors all blending to a mishmash in my head. My
friends, when they visited, grounded me.
At first, when I was gone and the project was homeless, they would meet
in the park. When it rained, they’d go to the JCC in San Francisco, where Dan
and Elana were able—I don’t know how—to host their branch. By the time I
was back in shape, a queer, feminist, non-Zionist synagogue near Downtown
Oakland took us in.
It was hard for me to realize, but my breakdown was a gift for the Golem.
The confused liberal Zionist majority turned a deaf ear to Rabbi Schick’s dogwhistling, pitying me, appreciating us for the services we provided, noticing
how most of us were, unlike me, reasonable Jewish nerds.
Without me, the haverim took over, made new connections, lay down the
foundations for a consensus-oriented management structure, set up new Labs
to train more organizers, helped Jews in the East Coast and LA to start their
own Golems. The movement lived on and flourished.
Meanwhile, I read and wrote. I wouldn’t take the pills I was given—I’d tuck
them in my cheeks then dispose of them—and gradually the world came back
into focus. My ideological ancestors were not taken by the Nazis; they were
present with me, accompanying me back into this life.
I sent letters—in longhand—to my family in Israel/Palestine. My mom
responded, absolutely flummoxed to hear from me, said she would come visit
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as soon as she could. I asked her to wait a bit longer until my situation stabilized.
I hadn’t corresponded with her in more than twelve years.
When I was discharged I stayed first at Rachel’s for a couple of weeks and
then at Eli’s for almost two months—angels, both—until I found a little room
for myself. I received a stipend as a leading organizer. Yes, they set up a financial
structure too.
I tried to lay low with the proselytizing, encouraged others to do more of it.
I still assigned most of the readings and wrote the syllabi, but in the process of
composing the Golem’s Principles for the website, I let others take the lead.

...
ONE DAY I WENT TO New York to visit a school which was founded in line

with the Golem’s Principles.
When I came out of the Subway in Brooklyn, it suddenly crept on me,
unprovoked, the beginning of an attack, an urge to run as far as my body could
carry me and then some. But a young girl saw me and held me by the elbow.
She must have been about fourteen and looked very familiar. Her black hair
was cropped under the ears and her skin was so smooth. “Are you okay?” she
asked.
I breathed and steadied myself with her help. And it was gone. “Yes. Thank
you. I just… Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” She smiled, then disappeared into the crowd.
Later, I’d realize who she was. She was Anne Frank, here, young forever, safe
among her people.
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ZRA AND ABIGAIL CROWE WENT to Grand Cayman to focus on one another

and to see the ocean, but mostly they went because Ezra’s latest doctor,
a neurologist and pain-management specialist, had suggested the idea.
“The woman’s a total hack,” he told Abigail. It’d been her idea to see this
pain-management specialist anyway. “She has me write down this list of
‘wants’ and this is the treatment plan she comes up with?”
Other than wishing his pain to go away, which was the first “want” on his
list and the only reason he’d booked the appointment, Ezra discovered he
wanted to get his life back on track, he wanted to focus more on Abigail, and
he wanted to see the ocean—in that order.
“Well, I think it’s a great idea,” Abigail said. “Nothing else has worked and
we haven’t been anywhere in ages. I, for one, would love to see the ocean.”
“Can we even afford it?”
He’d expected Abigail to shoot the proposal down immediately. She’d
wanted children badly, but Ezra had lost his job as copywriter a year ago
and the financial bind put their dreams of moving out of the apartment and
starting a family on indefinite hiatus. He’d done some freelance work but
hadn’t earned anything substantial. Thankfully Abigail had steady work at a
marketing agency. Enough to get them by until he got better and was able to
work full time again.
“Can anyone actually afford to go on vacation?” she said. “We’ll make it
work. Getting out will be good for us. Where were you thinking?”
“What?” Ezra said.
“You filled out this ‘wants’ list, surely you had somewhere specific in mind.
And don’t say Padre Island.”
“We could try Cayman.”
Back when they got married right out of college, he and Abigail had wanted
to go there for their honeymoon. Unable to afford it, they took a cruise
instead, but Abigail was seasick the whole trip and Ezra battled diarrhea he’d
contracted from their stop in Cozumel.
“Well,” said Abigail, “I think we should do it. I think we need it.”
For over three years, Ezra had battled phantom pain in his left hand. It was
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not constant, but flared up in sharp, unbearable episodes. The pain could
best be described as a burning sensation. A red-hot razor blade peeling the
layers of his hand away, right down to the bone. During the worst episodes,
his body quaked in panic and he broke out in a cold sweat. Twice the pain had
been so intense he passed out. Other episodes were no more agonizing than
a minor cooking burn, like briefly touching a hot pan. There was no way for
him to gauge the severity of an episode. Sometimes they only lasted minutes,
sometimes hours. Eventually they became so frequent and severe they cost
Ezra his job. Too many sleepless nights. Too many times he left his desk to
ride one out in his car.
But there was nothing wrong with Ezra’s hand. Not that any doctor could
see. And Ezra had seen many doctors and therapists. Things always went
the same way. They’d run the usual tests—electromyograms, nerve tests,
allergy tests, blood tests—and find nothing. No source of this pain. His brain
looked normal. His hand looked even more normal. His childhood had been
happy and healthy. There was no history of abuse, no family tragedies, no
mental illnesses. The doctors would typically prescribe some pain killers
that did nothing but make him loopy and nauseous, and after a few weeks
with no improvement, they’d tell Ezra there was nothing they could do and
he needed to look elsewhere for help, likely suspecting he’d made it up and
was seeking pills. Therapists would work with him for a while, emphasize the
importance of meditation and trying not catastrophize his pain, but with no
real breakthroughs his sessions rarely lead anywhere.

...
FEARING THE ANXIETY OF TRAVEL would spur an episode, Ezra took several

Dramamine before the flight to Grand Cayman. While he waited for it to kick
in, he read a Caribbean travel guide that said you could feed stingrays by hand
on a sandbar in the island’s north sound. The book claimed it was an experience
unlike any other.
“Those things are terrifying,” Abigail said. “They killed the crocodile hunter.”
“That was a freak accident,” he said. She smiled and took his hand in hers.
She kissed it and then rubbed the back of it with her thumb. He fell asleep
imagining the barb of a stingray piercing his chest.
That first evening at the hotel, Ezra signed them up to see the stingrays and
bought a book about the marine life they might encounter. Abigail booked a
honeymooner’s tour.
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“It’s not our honeymoon,” he pointed out.
“Well, let’s just pretend,” she said. “They’ll never know.”
He put his hand on the small of her back and kissed her.
They were so worn from travelling they slept in their clothes above the
covers. It was the first time they’d shared the same bed in quite a while.
Episodes frequently struck at night and Ezra had moved to the other bedroom
at home to keep from waking her. They did not stir until late the next morning
when a larger, brighter sun came through the blinds. They spent the whole
first day lying on the beach in front of the hotel, wading in the shallows. Lurid
fish gathered and took the dead skin off their toes. When the sun fell, they
wandered back to their room in a day-drunken amble. They attempted to
make love, not even caring to close the blinds. She wrapped her legs around
his waist, pulled him closer, deeper. He ran his hand between her breasts and
when the nerves in his hand came alive, bit his tongue so hard it bled.
“No,” she said. “Don’t tell me—”
His hand crumpled like a dying spider on her stomach. She looked down at
it then up at him. He went limp inside her.
“It’s fine,” she said. This had happened the last several times they’d tried to
have sex. “Go on. Go take care of it.”
Ezra ran his hand under cold water at the bathroom sink. Pearls of
sweat formed on his brow. The cold water did little to alleviate the burning
sensation, but it gave him something to focus on. The sound of splashing
occupied the quiet room.
When the episode passed, he filled the bath tub. His hands still shook as he
turned the knobs. Abigail came in as the water rose around him.
“It’s because you were worried about it,” she said. She sat down on the
edge of the coral-tiled tub wearing one of the hotel’s white robes. “You get
this look on your face. Suddenly you’re no longer here. Suddenly all you’re
thinking about is this.” She trailed gently ran a finger along the tender spot on
the back of his hand and then lifted it from the water. He sank down further
in the tub. Water tickled his ear lobes. “When you worry about it so much, it’s
almost like you make it happen.”
“You say it like it’s my fault.”
“No. I don’t mean that. I just mean,” she set his hand back in the water and
turned away. “At least we got one full day.”
“Should we cancel the tour tomorrow?” he asked “I don’t want it to happen
out on the boat.”
“You don’t know that it will. Don’t let it ruin our trip. Please.”
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He rested his hands on his naked belly. Apart from a few freckles, they
looked exactly the same, mirror images of one another.
Abigail went to bed, but he stayed awake for a while and read the marine
wildlife guide in the bathtub to distract himself. The pain had subsided, but
he could not bring himself to leave the tub and lay next to his wife.
He turned to the section on Southern Stingrays, the species they would be
swimming with the next day. The section was poorly written. Not so much
the sentences themselves, but their organization which operated on a logic he
could not detect. One sentence would contradict the next, or be completely
unrelated to the previous.
Relatively little is known about this docile animal. Females grow much larger (up
to 2 meters) than males (up to 80 cm). A stingray’s lethal stinger is used solely for
self-defense and the whip-like motion of the tail is a reflex. Studies have shown that
this defensive mechanism is mostly ineffective against sharks, the stingray’s only true
predator. Odysseus, slayer of Cyclopes and seducer of Circe, was killed when his son
Telegonous stabbed him in the heart with the barb of a stingray. Though painful, a
Southern Stingray’s barb is not lethal to humans.

...
SOMETIME AFTER MIDNIGHT HE CRAWLED into bed beside Abigail and thought

of nonlethal barbs fatally puncturing the hearts of mythic figures and Australian
zoologist. Of self-defense mechanisms that proved mostly ineffective at defense.
Of passages with no logical organization. Of pains that had no source, but were
real, very real, for him.

...
ON THE THIRD MORNING, THEY went to a pier on the north side of the island,
a sand jetty called Rum Point. They waited with a small crowd of tourists for a
Captain Ernie in a white catamaran to take them to the stingrays. A shirtless man
with an androgynous mermaid tattoo and a heavy accent Ezra could not place
smoked a cigar on the end of the pier. He had a black mustache that shined in
the sun like the feathers of a grackle. Ezra had never seen a mustache shine like
that. He reckoned later it was the sun, not the mustache, that was remarkable.
“Hundreds of years ago rumrunners wrecked their ship on the barrier
reef,” the man said. A soft line of rolling white foam stretched across the
sound. Other than that, there was no sign of danger below the surface. “When
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settlers found this part of the island, it was covered in broken rum barrels.”
“So it’s not just a cute name for tourists,” Ezra said.
“Oh no,” said the man. Smoke unfurled from his mouth and nostrils.
“There’s a reason for the name.”
“Right,” said Ezra. He rubbed his hand.
Captain Ernie was late. “Island time,” he said when he showed up.
“Everyone ready? It is a good day to see the rays. They are hungry and it won’t
be crowded.”
The man with the cigar waved for a long time as the catamaran pulled away.
The white smoke from his cigar was livid against the blue morning.
There were four other couples on the trip and a total of three children that
all belonged to the same couple. The woman, the mother and the wife, wore a
silly yellow hat. Ezra estimated it was nearly four feet in diameter.
“I love that hat she’s wearing,” Abigail said. “Such a cute family.”
He was impressed by how easily the parents kept their children in line.
He envied that control. A simple snap of the fingers from the mother or the
father and the noisy children hushed and sat still. If one leaned over the rail
too far, pinched another, or attempted to remove their life vest, just a quick
snap and they planted themselves.
He turned his hand over in his lap. It looked bright and benign in the
Caribbean sun. He imagined snapping it into cooperation next time an
episode struck.
“Don’t worry about it,” Abigail said, “Don’t even look at it. Just enjoy this
day.”
The catamaran cruised at a languorous pace while Captain Ernie recounted
the history of the sandbar.
“For many years fishing boats crossed the barrier reef into North Sound
here, to this sandbar where the water is shallow and the waves are calm. They
cleaned their fish here, threw the guts out and attracted stingrays by the
hundreds.”
Ezra looked into the water. It was so clear and void of life it was nearly
mesmeric. Sand in tints of blue for miles and miles. When the boat drifted over
the sand bar, scores of rays swarmed, materializing out of nothing like clouds
on the horizon. Ezra imagined the shock those first fishermen must have felt
when hundreds of rays appeared beneath them in all this blue nothing.
The captain set the anchor.
“Now friends,” he said. When you move, shuffle your feet. Don’t pick them
up. You don’t want to step on a ray.”
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Ezra had read about this in his book. In order to hide and protect itself, the
Southern Stingray buried itself in substrate and could go unnoticed for long
periods of time. That is, until some poor bastard stepped on one.
“You swear they’re not going to hurt us?” Abigail asked.
“I promise as long as you don’t step on one you will be fine. They love
people. I swear. But you must be careful.” Ernie held up a serrated barb about
the size of a small kitchen knife. “This here is a stingray’s stinger. If you step
on one accidentally they will stab you with this. You will feel a sharp pain,
like stepping on a shell, and then a burning sensation. The burning is from
a poisonous mucus that covers the barb. The poison is not deadly. In fact, in
ancient times, people would use small doses of the poison from a stingray to
numb pain.” Ernie set the barb down and tapped his gums with his forefinger.
“Like getting a shot at the dentist before your tooth is pulled.”
One of the children, a young boy, began to cry and buried his head in his
father’s stomach.
“Don’t be scared,” Captain Ernie said to the boy. “You have a dog? He is
dangerous too, no? He has big teeth, can bite, but would never hurt you. These
are the same way.”
The stingrays moved effortlessly over the ocean floor like the shadows of
vultures over land. These were all females, Ezra guessed by the size of them.
The barbs were visible even from up on the boat. Little poison blades tucked
under the rays’ slender tails. Like getting a tooth pulled. That was one way of
looking at it, Ezra thought. He wondered what the right dose was.
Ernie dropped the boat’s ladder and led them all into waist-deep water,
carrying a bucket of chum.
“A ray’s mouth is pointed downward so hold your hand palm up and don’t
spread your fingers. They will come right up and take it from your hand.”
Ernie handed them bits of chopped squid. “If one comes up to you don’t be
afraid, don’t be shy. Kissing a stingray is seven years’ good luck.”
“We could use some of that,” Abigail said, rubbing Ezra’s shoulder.
“Then let me get one for you.”
Ernie put his hand under water and in moments summoned an enormous
stingray. He handed his chum bucket to Ezra, then placed both hands under the
ray’s body and lifted it to the surface. The three children’s voices swelled as one
voice, their mouths forming the shape of the sound they made. The stingray
undulated its fins fruitlessly in Ernie’s arms, but otherwise seemed content.
“A big, healthy woman. Just my type.” Ernie winked at Abigail. “She is
pregnant.”
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“How do you know that?” Abigail asked.
“Because look at her,” he said, pointing to the ray’s swollen abdomen.
“Besides, she is a lovely lady in the prime of her life. All the boys want her to
have their babies.” Ernie planted his lips on the ray’s snout.
“Well,” Abigail said, “good for her.”
“Here, you give her a kiss.” Ernie waded over to Abigail and instructed her
to hold the mother ray. “She won’t hurt you,” he said as Abigail groaned. “Just
relax. See.”
The ray went calm in Abigail’s arms.
“She’s soft,” Abigail said. “And heavier than I thought.”
“Give her a kiss,” said Ernie.
Abigail pecked the ray gently on its head then stuck out her tongue.
“She tastes like the ocean.”
Ernie threw his head back and laughed. His bright teeth shined in the sun.
“Your turn, my man,” he said, taking the chum bucket from Ezra. “Give the
lady a kiss. Taste the ocean.”
Abigail passed the ray to Ezra. The animal’s thick skin felt silky and warm.
She was heavy like Abigail had said. Strange to think something so clumsy and
alien could move with grace. Ezra bent down and touched his mouth to the
ray’s snout. The salty, fecund taste caused him to recoil.
“That seven years of good luck has quite a taste, doesn’t it?” said Captain Ernie.
Ezra pet the ray. He ran his left hand gently down her back, down her spine,
toward the concealed barb. Just a prick on the tip of his finger. A small dose.
A new pain. However small or severe. When his fingers were just inches away
from the base of the tail, the ray began flapping. Her wing-like fins struck the
water with strong concussive beats and her tail curled over like a scorpion’s
and slashed through the air. The children began screaming.
“Woah, woah. That’s enough,” said Captain Ernie. He tried to take the ray
from Ezra, but her tail spun above the water in wild spasms and she slipped
from Ernie’s grip and slid away with lethal speed. The commotion had caused
the rays around them to disperse.
“I think that’s enough for today,” said the Captain.
“What were you doing?” Abigail hissed.
“Nothing,” said Ezra. “Nothing. I was just petting it.”
So much for seven years. Ezra’s fortune did not last the boat ride back.
Maybe disturbing the ray undid any luck it offered. The sandbar was still in
sight when the episode struck. Like hot barbs hooked into the sinew of his

44

CODY LEE

FICTION

hand, pulling the flesh apart. Tears leaked from his eyes as he lay on his back,
staring at the empty, blue sky.
“Shhh,” Abigail said, “Just try and think of something else.”
He imagined the ray’s barb going into his hand. The poison dispersing in his
veins and burning out the familiar pain. The children spoke in small, nervous
voices, no longer one soft tone but several jagged sounds with many sharp
surfaces. Their parents snapped and told them to hush, but they continued
asking: What’s wrong with that man? Is he crying? Did he get stung? What’s
wrong with him? Was he trying to get himself stung? Is he going to be okay?
Mommy, what’s wrong with that man?

...
ON THE FOURTH MORNING OF their vacation he applied sunscreen to Abigail’s
shoulders in the hotel room. He still had not changed into his swimsuit or even
brushed his teeth.
“I just don’t know if it’s a good idea. It’s gonna happen again when we’re
out on the water.” The honeymoon tour was an all-day event. A guide was
going to sail them to a secluded beach accessible only by boat and prepare
them dinner while they watched the Caribbean sunset. “It’s gonna happen as
soon as we get to this isolated beach,” he said.
“Please, Ezra. Stop,” said Abigail. “Just stop. You know if you keep worrying
about it you’re going to make it happen.”
“Yesterday was only a three-hour tour and I couldn’t even make it. This is
an all-day thing. In the middle of nowhere on some random beach.”
“This is why we’re here, Ezra. We came all the way here for us. We didn’t
spend all this money so we could stay in a hotel and worry about your hand.”
Outside, on the beach, a little girl no more than four or five years old threw
Froot Loops onto the sand. Terns swooped in and gathered up the sugary
cereal. Ezra wrapped his arms around Abigail’s waist and kissed her neck.
“Maybe I should’ve just ignored Ernie and stepped on a stingray yesterday.
The book says that stuff stays in your system for 48 hours. Maybe I’d still be
good and numb today.”
She pushed his arms off her waist and stood up.
“What?” he said. “I was just kidding.”
“Ezra stop,” she said. “I saw you yesterday. You were trying to hurt
yourself.”
“No,” he said. “No, I wasn’t.”
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“I know it’s hard Ezra. I know. Trust me, I know. But imagine how I feel,
okay? What am I supposed to think when I watch you do something like that?”
“Abigail,” he tried, but she turned and went to the bathroom. She closed
the door and turned on the sink.
A man about Ezra’s age picked up the girl with the Froot Loops and carried
her away.

...
EZRA RECOGNIZED THEIR GUIDE AS the cigar smoker from the day before.

“Good to see you again, my friends. Still enjoying your vacation I hope,”
he said, plucking the cigar from his mouth. His mustache was radiant in the
morning sun.
His name was Javier and he was from Honduras, but lived near Old Man
Bay with his aunt.
“How’d you end up in Grand Cayman?” Abigail asked.
“The little boat I got on landed here.”
Javier laughed, then they laughed, but he did not elaborate. They boarded
his boat. Not the same little boat. He told them so when Abigail asked. After
they had pulled out of the dock and were out in the water away from traffic, he
cut the engine and unfurled the sail.
“It’s about a three-hour sail to where we’re going. Who’s thirsty?”
They drank rumrunners out on the bow and watched the island slide by in
the distance. A subtle throb pulsed in Ezra’s hand. Just an echo of the episode
he’d had the day before. So latent and familiar he wondered if he only imagined
it, the way one hears a memorable song even when there’s no radio for miles.
“How deep do you think the water is here?” he said to Abigail. They hadn’t
spoken since they’d left the hotel.
“What?”
“The water. How deep do you think it is? I can see all the way to the bottom,
but we’re pretty far from the island.”
“I don’t know,” Abigail said without looking up from the water.
He crossed the bow to sit next to her. He didn’t know how to tell her all he
wanted was to feel something different. Even if it hurt, it was something he
could trace. Something he could explain. It wasn’t lethal.
It sounded stupid even to him.
A bloom of fat jellyfish palpitated near the water’s surface, their long, angry
tentacles dragging behind.
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“They’re so weird looking,” Abigail said. “But pretty too.”
“Mmhmm,” Ezra agreed. He placed the icy glass Javier had given him
against the back of his hand.
The boat’s wake stirred the jellyfish. They continued to pulsate and drift
while wave after wave pushed them away.
“Missus,” Javier called.
“I’ll be right back.” She stood up and walked toward the back of the boat.
Her bathing suit had crept up between her butt cheeks and she clandestinely
extracted it midstride by running her two index fingers along the outer
seams. The graceful choreography of her movements, even those as crude as
removing a wedgie, stung him with sadness. He looked into the water. It was
probably ten or twelve feet deep.
Abigail did not come right back. Ezra looked up from the water and saw
Javier teaching her how to steer the boat. He stood behind her and guided her
hand on the tiller. Above them all the sail shifted. She left one hand on the
tiller and sipped another rumrunner with the other. Javier pointed to parts of
the boat. His mustache moved but Ezra couldn’t hear a word. Abigail pulled
her hand to her mouth as she laughed, then put it back on the tiller suddenly
as if the boat were about to steer wildly away. They would have to turn soon
though, Ezra figured, because there was nothing in front of the boat. Just
open ocean. No beach that he could see.
A hole burned open on the back of his hand, starting small, no larger than
the glowing head of a cigarette. He took in deep breaths, slowed his exhaled,
and concentrated on abating the pain. The harder he concentrated, the wider
the hole seemed to open, the further the pain spread. Eventually, the whole
back of his hand, knuckles to wrist, felt raw and tender. He bit his hand,
brought his other fist down on the bench in frustration. Abigail and Javier
stopped talking. The sensation swelled to a certain intensity, irritating but
not excruciating, then stopped and remained there.

...
THEY REACHED THE BEACH MIDAFTERNOON. Ezra’s body felt heavy, his head

groggy from the rumrunners. The pain in his hand didn’t linger so much as lie
and wait. The sand was hot on their feet and Abigail hopped from foot to foot,
pulling her sandals on with one hand, sloshing a rumrunner in the other. Ezra
walked slowly, letting the hot sand burn the bottoms of the feet.
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Javier unloaded an ice chest and a backpack onto the beach then walked to
the tree line where a small hut served as a bar in the shade.
“How bad is it?” Abigail asked Ezra.
“Fine,” he said. “It’s fine.”
Javier waved them over. “Let me show you something before you go
exploring,” he said. He pulled a machete from his pack and pointed to some
trees by the bar. “These trees here are unique because of the rare monkeys
that live in them.”
“Cayman doesn’t have any monkeys,” Ezra muttered.
“You sure about that, my man?” Javier said. He plucked a small, hard fruit
from the waxy-leafed tree, then set it on the bar.
“You know a lot about monkeys then? Let me ask you a question.” He
pointed the tip of his machete at Ezra. “A monkey gets in your house, keeps
you up all night, shits in your kitchen, breaks your things, and harasses your
woman.” He winked at Abigail. “What are you supposed to do?”
“I don’t know,” Ezra said. He hated these kinds of questions. “Call the zoo.
Figure out where the monkey could’ve come from?”
“Seriously?” Javier said. “No way, man. If a monkey came in my room and
messed with my woman I’d beat the shit out of it.”
Javier cleaved the fruit in half with a swing so swift and effortless Ezra
flinched. He pulled the halves off the bar and turned the fleshy sides towards
them. The inside of the fruit had the distinct features of a monkey’s face.
“The Cayman monkey!” Javier howled.
Abigail laughed so hard she almost cried.
“I’m sorry, Ezra. Your face.”
“Here you want to try?” Javier said to Ezra. He pulled another fruit off the
tree. “Beat the shit out of the monkey!”
“I’m good.”
“Oh, come on. Ezra, be a good sport. Here I’ll do it.” Abigail took the
machete. Ezra turned and walked down to the water. He ran his hand through
the foam then sat in the surf. He heard the thud of the machete on the wooden
bar then Abigail’s squeal of delight. She came to the water a few minutes later
with two sweet rum drinks Javier had prepared in the hollowed shell of a
coconut.
“Hey. Come on. Javier says we’ve got a couple of hours to explore the beach
on our own. He’s going to show us how to cook on the beach when we get back.
There are some hammocks in a cove up this way.” Once they were further out
of earshot she looked back. “He was just kidding with you back there. He’s
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really funny. He was actually impressed you knew enough about the island to
know there weren’t any monkeys. He said most people don’t know any better
and just believe him.”
“Yeah,” said Ezra. “He’s a real comedian.”
“He told me the last couple he brought out here got super drunk and
started fighting. The woman took his fish-cleaning knife and went after the
guy. Apparently, she had caught him with some girl at their hotel. Javier had
to wrestle it away from her in the sand. Then the guy tried to punch him. Can
you believe that?”
“Wow,” Ezra said, “Some people.”
She sipped her drink. “Yeah. He said most couples are just the opposite
though. They don’t even wait until they’re here on the beach but just get after
it on the boat while he’s standing there steering. Can you imagine?”
He couldn’t. A pair of smaller stingrays skimmed the shadows ahead of
them and he reminded her to shuffle her feet while walking in the shallows.
When they reached the wooded cove, they struggled to lie in the same
hammock.
“I don’t know if we should,” Ezra said. “I mean with what happened last time.”
“Ezra, please. Why did we even come on this trip?” She was drunk. “Please.”
Twice the hammock turned over and spilled them out. Abigail landed
on her drink and had to go rinse the sticky coconut milk and rum off in the
shallows. Ezra wondered how anyone ever did it on the beach. All the sweat
and salt and sand. He felt a small and sick sense of relief when Abigail pulled
her swimsuit straps over her shoulders and ceased her efforts. He caressed
his throbbing hand. They settled in separate adjacent hammocks.
“I’m sorry. It’s just really hard,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.” She
began crying, quietly. She always cried like that when she was drunk.
“Me too,” he said. “I’m sorry too.” His voice was so strained he wasn’t sure
she heard. The trees creaked and groaned in the sea breeze. He tried to ignore
the throbbing in his hand. The pain was slowly increasing.
They walked back an hour later to find Javier chunking the guts of two
bonefish into the shallows.
“Just in time, lovebirds,” he hollered. “I’m going to show you an island
tradition.” He threw the slabs of fish meat in the ice chest and washed his
hands in the tide. He dropped to his hands and knees and beckoned them to
do the same. “Long ago on the island, when a man courted a lady he would
cook with her on the beach like this. They would start by digging a hole in the
sand together for the fire. No tools. They did it just like this. Together.”
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He began digging a hole with his hands, like a dog, and instructed them to
do the same.
Abigail took Ezra’s hand. “Come on.”
“Make it about a foot wide,” Javier said. “When you reach wet sand, you’ve
gone deep enough. I’ll start gathering driftwood and leaves for the fire.”
“You’re not digging,” Abigail said.
“Sorry. My hand—”
“Stop,” she said. “Focus on this. I mean, Ezra, look where we are and what
we’re doing right now.”
He began digging. The back of his hand burned wide open. Perhaps it was
the sudden motion, the use of the appendage, or perhaps he had really willed
it to hurt the way Abigail said he always did. The salted air stung and when it
became too much he plunged his hand into the warm sand, as though he could
snuff out the pain. Only there was nothing to snuff out. Whatever caused this
pain was inside him. Was something he could not access, something he could
not control.
Abigail stopped digging.
“It’s fine,” he said. His jaw clenched and sweat dripped off his nose, off his
chin. He dug faster.
“Ezra, stop. I think that’s deep enough. I think we’re good now. Stop.”
He stood, then doubled over and fled the pit like an injured animal. He
passed Javier on his way to the water.
“What’s wrong? Where you going?” Javier asked. He dropped a log of
driftwood in the sand. “You two still have to light the fire together.”
“It’s okay,” Ezra heard Abigail say. “Just let him go. It’s what I was telling
you about on the boat.” She then called out to Ezra and told him to be careful
and let her know if he needed anything, though both of them knew there was
nothing she could do.
Hand clutched to his chest, he let the swell drag him out. The worst part
of the episode passed minutes later, but he did not return to shore. In the
shimmery dusk, he watched his wife and Javier light the fire. Abigail struck
the matches while Javier bent down and huffed into the pit until a few orange
flames rose from the sand. They stripped limbs from the trees and flayed the
bark off the limbs and laid them bare across the fire. They rubbed the fish
down with seasoning and set the cold slabs over the pit. From the water, Ezra
saw the flames spit up as the fish dripped onto the fire. Javier’s hands, hands
that caused him no pain, fluttered in the evening air above the embers as he
told some incredible story to Abigail. Periodically, she looked out toward Ezra
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in the water. Twice he heard her force a laugh, and once he saw her wipe her
eyes and nose with the back of her hand.
Waves lifted Ezra up and brought him down like sleeping breaths. Beneath
him angular shadows skirted the sandy floor. Rays feeding at dusk. A dozen
of them at least. They’d been gathering for some time now. So many moving
from the depths to the shallows going about their simple and exemplary lives,
undisturbed by Ezra floating above. In the trough of a wave he brought his
foot down on a ray as though it were the most natural thing to do. The decision
seemed to have made itself in that brief moment he’d been suspended above
them and their barbs. Seconds later the sharp and foreign pain, just as the book
had described, emanated from his foot and he gasped. What shocked him was
not the pain but the sense of relief. A sensation, a severe cramping, spread
to his calf and thigh. He touched his left hand, which had only moments ago
caused him such hurt, to his foot and felt where the barb had punctured the
skin. The source of this pain.
Abigail ran to the water’s edge as though she’d sensed what happened
from the shore and called his name. Her hair and skirt billowed in the breeze.
Embers whorled behind her.
“Ezra,” she yelled, slender hands cupped to her mouth. The tide pulled him
gently. He’d drifted so much further than he’d realized. “Come back.” Her
voice carried over the open sea, so fragile and far away, full of love and terror.
The sound of it pierced him.
Had he told her how he’d always wanted to come here? How he wanted to
swim with her alongside creatures as ancient and strange and beautiful as the
waters they inhabit?
He brought his hand over his head to make that first stroke back to shore,
to fight against the tide and that hidden part of him that had surrendered to
the ocean.
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Of Kampong & Creekbank
— In Singapore and in Texas
Each day I’m here, I’m Möbius
strip, stasis,

		

and each night will

my mind to the susurrus, creek-

side thicket or subaquarian creekbank’s liquid dark as the ink of a snake’s

eyes, animals (all sorts) in the canebrake, root-shrouded, shedding record

of paw print in the rich silt
that gathers as black sand

bars in the bends, then beyond: stone
riven with rust crept through rock

and water ribboning with algae’s
ragged braid. Or, a different biome
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...
bare as kitchen linoleum, but littered
with eucalyptus: a compass’ innumerable

tongues angled all directions: last known
location of every air current skimming the skin

of the land. Their record of wind,
its breath: marked, then eaten

away by rain and rot, silverfish consuming
nature’s scriptorium’s labor. Shade-made

firepits’ hobo disjecta, broken-up hooches,
not liquor but shelter. Here, in Singapore, city-

...
state model for terraforming
Mars, I bend back my mind to the field

of sunflowers, a sap-sticky maze
of cat’s tongue to the skin, just as aunties
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wiping clean the kopitiam tables
wish for the kampong, as men sit waiting

at the edge of the void deck, smoking
where air freckled with ash of ghost-

offerings already grays the grass. Keepers
of ankle-chained parakeets as in the old

days when an old man might sip teh-o
all afternoon with his bird

and pipe. Parable of our era: to be taken
from what we know, or leave

...
it behind: the heart an immigrant
in the new taxonomy of forever, southern

night cicada-singing, moth-lit, junebugs’ alighting or stumbling, slip-
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ping closed their tissue-thin wings, or clinging to the screen door. Behind which

a little store, iceboxes of Dr. Pepper
and Blue Bell ice cream, dust-hued bottles

of Parker ink, where I told jokes
off candy wrappers, folded papers

with my friends for their parents’
Wednesday route, to wing from the back

of a maroon Chevy. Or the nights
their mother came knocking late, hand

...
in her pocketbook still gripping
scissors hidden and held as a weapon, husband

rampaging at home in their shotgun
house in back of the county barn. The girls

valedictorians both, each in a class
of eight, and both pregnant
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by senior year. By now they stand eight
hours each at the little store, scanning

barcodes. The past gone, what’s left is hurt
by the scrim of memory we lay atop it, light

...
through the curtain between the way things are
and the way they might have been, brass

knuckles embossed in the outline
of a pocket for when a bet goes wrong, women

writing hot checks for what they could’ve bought
with winnings from the Indian casino, or bingo

held in the husk of an emptiedout department store — break room

filled up with mannequins as if after
a flood, their slender legs and wasp-thin
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thoraxes. County of heartbreak disassembled into yearning’s punish-

...
ment, coyote song along the drought-dry
creek bed and scissors made for cutting

ragged-edged dresses into the shape
a body makes when it is new, and joyed

by dance and cool liquor on the tailgate of a pickup truck parked on bed-

rock by the river, the sharp snag and skintickle junebugs make throw-

ing themselves again and again against
the light every hour of their short lives.
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KRISTIN WINET

On the Dark Shores of the Delta

I

F YOU DRIVE A HALF-HOUR south from Mobile, Alabama, you will find your-

self on the shores of the Mobile-Tensaw Delta. The waters here aren’t clear
at all but are perfectly dark and mysterious, the kind you can’t artificially
saturate with a camera filter or lighten up by fiddling with the contrast. These
waters are simply gray, murky gray, the perfect place for an animal to hide, the
perfect place for a man with a boat to slice through the waters in the middle
of the night with a flashlight, looking for the tell-tale amber-red glare of an
alligator’s eyes, like a bicycle reflector.
On a July day every summer, when the humidity is already so thick you can
wipe the air away with your hand, thousands of hopefuls sit at their computer
screens and start hitting the refresh button over and over again at exactly
8 a.m., hoping this will be their year. They’ve partnered up with friends to
increase their chances, hedged their bets by applying for various zones, and
have probably been applying for years. Because they recently implemented
a preference point system, the system will increase the likelihood of a repeat
registrant being selected as long as the applicant continues to apply year after
year. What no one will tell you is that it’s basically a lottery, although it’s not
actually a lottery, because lotteries are technically illegal in Alabama (for
religious reasons, of course). The state calls it a “random selection process”
instead, which is really just a nice way of saying it’s a lottery. Everyone is in
on the joke. On that July day, all fingers are poised on the keyboards, waiting
for the page to update. When it finally does, players can begin the process of
scrolling through the 125-200 names that have been selected, hoping to find
their names on the list. If they do, they’re given one week to accept.
The state of Alabama decides exactly how many tags to allot on a year-toyear basis, depending on the estimated population of residents in the swamp at
the time and how many gators can die without compromising the ecosystem.
It only costs $22 to enter. Since most people work in groups to increase their
chances, everyone will submit their names to all the zones in the hopes they’ll
get a tag for one of them: Southwest zone, Southeast zone, West Central zone,
and Lake Eufaula zone. Of course, hopeful winners can pay by credit card, but
ballots are completely non-refundable. Each winner must be at least 16 years
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old, is allowed to harvest only one animal, and must attend the official one-day
training camp here at Five Rivers in Spanish Fort prior to the actual event.
The dates are very specific. Each zone has its own unique window of time,
and those who win a tag must adhere, under no uncertain terms, to the very
narrow timeframe allotted them. There is no exception. The Southwest zone,
for instance, begins at Official Sunset Time on the second Thursday in August
until Official Sunrise Time on the second Sunday in August, and from Official
Sunset Time on the third Thursday in August until Official Sunrise Time on
the third Sunday in August. The hunt must be done in the dark, too—boats can
only be out from Official Sunset to Official Sunrise, and the whole endeavor
must succeed or fail before daybreak. The dates and times are chosen each
year and strictly enforced by The Alabama Department of Conservation and
Natural Resources, the same group who holds the random selection process
every summer.
It’s a team effort from beginning to end. As everybody around here says, you
don’t just go out there and hang a chicken on a hook from a tree and wait for
the riparian giant to crawl up out of the swamp and eat it. You have to catch it
on a line and reel it in, just like you would a wiggly fish, catch it, and then pop
it in the back of its head with a 22-caliber rifle, one shot, with grace. Whenever
anyone asks Michael Dorie why gator hunting is such a big deal here in the
South, he gives a brief answer. “I reckon it’s just who we are,” he will say.
But this isn’t exactly true. Michael is not a hunter. In fact, he’s perfectly
conflicted about it. Michael co-owns the Five Rivers Delta Resource Center
on the shores of the Mobile-Tensaw Delta. He’s thirty-nine but looks twentyfive. He has dark curly hair that’s just long enough to curl out of the edges of
his baseball cap, which he always wears, and he generally looks like he shaved
just a few days ago. He never wears anything other than Patagonia hoodies and
cargo pants. Though he’s originally from Michigan, he’s been in the South just
enough time to adopt the calming lilt so characteristic of the accent around here.
Words like y’all and fixin’ slip off his tongue effortlessly, as if he’s been here his
whole life. And by the way he talks about his adopted home here on the meeting
place of five rivers, you wouldn’t know he hasn’t been, as he recites the names
of all the birds in the area with ease, professes his adoration and reverence for
the gators lurking all over the place, and rattles off details about the migration
patterns of turtles and flight patterns of pelicans.
Michael looks out onto the shores, which, because it’s March, look less like
grasslands and more like jumbles of brown straw stuck into the mud. “What I
mean is,” he’ll tell the guests all bundled up in blankets on his boat, “is I think
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it’s because for one weekend we don’t have to be afraid of the gators. There’s
somethin’ powerful there.” He will get a little pensive. The questions that
accompany this admission—what is this delicate dance between human and
gator?—is partly what draws so many tourists to Alabama. The gator stories in the
South are so ordinary, so commonly told, as to no longer be sensationalized: the
three-year-old who waddled too far past the shores of the lake at Disneyworld,
the Spanish teacher at the small liberal arts college whose arm was ripped off
at her elbow while kayaking and who lived to tell the tale; the city in Central
Florida that routinely captures hundreds of alligators from the lakes where
the millionaires live because people can pay to have them removed. Michael
knows these stories—he knows them as intimately as he knows the flight paths
of blue herons, or the migration patterns of oversized turtles. Though he’s
never hunted a thing in his life, nothing except for the little things like bugs
and butterflies that boys hunt on long summer days, Michael knows what the
hunt feels like—last summer, he took two men out on his boat, who, for the
first time in their lives, won the lottery.

...
BEFORE MOST PEOPLE GO TO Alabama, they might think there are as many
types of gators in the rivers as there are birds in the lakes. This, however, is not
so. When Alabamans talk about gators—and they talk about gators a lot, over a
cup of coffee, at the bus stop, in line at the dry cleaners—they are referring to
only one kind: the Alligator mississippiensis, otherwise known as the common
American alligator. This is not an uncommon kind of alligator. In fact, there
are only two known species of alligators currently living on our planet: there
is the American one, and the Chinese one. There are four extinct species—the
mcgrewi, the mefferdi, the olseni, and the prenasalis—but all biologists have
left of these sharp-toothed reptilian cousins are their fossilized remains.
Some critical differences between the two do exist: the Chinese alligator is
considerably smaller, for one thing, its snout tapers and turns up at the end, like
the end of a Dutch shoe, and its eyelids have a bony plate inside. Its body is also
covered by external dermal bone, a kind of armor that protects their backs and
underbellies. One other major difference is that the Chinese alligator is critically
endangered; reports from the World Wildlife Foundation estimate that there
are less than 150 of them left in the wild. The American alligator, which at one
point was hunted close to extinction, was removed from the Endangered Species
list in 1987. Today, according to the Department of Conservation and Natural
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Resources, Alabama’s alligator population has grown to such an extent that
they “pose a nuisance in many areas,” a fact of life that led the Department to
implement the annual gator hunt in the first place. After all, it not only controls
the population, but it’s a way for scientists to continually monitor the health
of the local ecosystem.
The American alligator is found all across the Southern United States, from
the shores of the Atlantic in southern Virginia all the way to the Rio Grande in
Texas. They’re usually found in freshwater bodies of water, including swamps,
marshes, rivers, lakes, and sometimes even streams and pools, likely because
they can float around with their noses just above the calm waters to breathe.
In rockier waters, they can’t float. Though they do like to roam around in calm
waters or sunbathe on the shore, they can run if they need to—though their legs
are characteristically short and stubby, they are entirely capable of galloping.
Most people will never witness a galloping alligator, though, and this is probably
a good thing.
There are a few other facts about alligators that most people don’t know.
For one thing, alligators don’t become, as Michael likes to say, “gentlemen or
ladies” at conception. Instead, it’s the temperature in which the eggs develop
that decides the sex: eggs raised in temperatures over 90 degrees usually
turn out to be the gentlemen, and eggs raised in temperatures between 82 to
86 degrees typically end up as ladies. Eggs that find themselves developing
in the middle range can turn out either way. And they grow exceptionally
fast, averaging approximately a foot each year. Breeding, too, is a fascinating
story of the sexes: while the ladies usually initiate the courtship during peak
activity season (which runs from initial mating sessions in May to laying eggs
in July), males sometimes do as well, often roaring or bellowing to see who’s
around that night. According to animaldiversity.org, the animals have a ton of
wooing rituals, including blowing bubbles, rubbing and touching each other,
making happy noises and purrs, and pushing each other underwater to see
who’s strongest. The other thing is that the males are not, like many species
in the animal kingdom, monogamous—they are so polyamorous, in fact, that
they often partner up with ten or more ladies at a time to maximize their
opportunities for successful babies. (They also play no part in the parenting
process, either—most alligator babies never meet their dads).
By the end of August, the babies begin making muffled cooing noises from
inside their eggs, letting the mom know it’s time to uncover the eggs and let
them hatch. She will do everything for them in those first few months, bringing
them water and food and protecting them from potential predators. Some moms
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will even defend their babies for years. Once the alligator reaches about four
feet in length, it doesn’t really have to worry about animal predators anymore,
so the mom is generally off laying more eggs and having more babies; by then,
the alligator’s only real predator is us. For one weekend a year in southern
Alabama, anyway.

...
HERE’S THE INTERESTING THING ABOUT Michael—he is a conservationist, and

though Alabama is overrun by gators and the lottery has proven to be one of the
most effective ways of curbing the population and keeping the existing gators
healthy, he can’t deny that killing animals makes him uncomfortable. The only
thing he ever hunted was a squirrel in northern Michigan where he grew up.
He regretted it immediately, the way the tiny furry animal languished in the
aftermath of the shot and stayed alive for minutes afterward. He remembers
those minutes in-between more than the hunt itself, because he realized the
power he suddenly held over another life; and he couldn’t go backwards. He
had to finish what he started.
The squirrel (and Michigan itself, really) is a distant but potent memory
for him now, some thirty years later. After high school, he moved to St. Louis,
Missouri, where he earned a degree in economics and started working for a
bank. His stint as a banker did not last. Having met him, this does not surprise
me. He quit the bank and was just “doing his thing,” as he says, when he came
across an ad in the local newspaper for a tour boat company who was seeking
someone to work part-time on the weekends for one month. Apparently, the
tour boat would summer on the Great Lakes and winter on the Gulf of Mexico,
near Mobile, Alabama, and between spring and fall, would make its long journey
north (and then south), stopping at cities along the way to host cocktail hours
and sightseeing dinner cruises. Michael had some experience as a server, so he
got the job right away and worked the next five or six weekends on the boat.
Then, the boat packed up and sailed away to its next city, on its way to more
cruises and more weddings, leaving Michael unemployed again.
Three months later, Michael got a phone call from the cruise boat’s captain.
“Would you believe it?” the captain asked, a frustrated scoff in his voice.
“One of our full-time crew members is going back to school. Gave me two
weeks’ notice!”
Michael waited.
“Want to take his spot?”
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He didn’t take much convincing.
On a late fall day, when the leaves had already changed to golds and coppers
in the Michigan hills, Michael piled everything he owned into a storage unit,
hopped into his car, drove all the way to Mobile, Alabama, and moved himself
and his one suitcase into an unoccupied cabin on a tour boat. It was a 115-foot
long, 149-passenger cruiser, the kind of ship that’s perfect for moseying up a
river at a snail’s pace, serving delicately-poured cocktails and oak-barreled
chardonnays along the way.
That winter, the boat started its trip back up the river. There were five fulltime crew members (they called themselves the traveling circus since they
never stayed in one place more than one night), and most of them slept and
read books during the days as the boat made its way along the river. And maybe
it was because Michael was new or maybe because he’d never really seen the
country this way, he found himself pressed to the windows or up on the deck
during those sailing days, watching the landscape as it passed by. Each night,
they’d stop at a small town, places like Padouka, Kentucky, where, when the
interstate system was built, everything seemed to shrivel up and close down.
Nature started to creep back by way of vines over doors, tree branches and
cracked windows, pavement under dirt. For Michael, seeing the country like
this gave him a completely different perspective on the power of the natural
world—and the feebleness of human involvement in that world.
He stayed on the ship for years, graduating from galley to deck, and eventually
getting his captain’s license. In 2007, the ship’s captain, whose vision had
become poor in his old age, decided to sell the ship and retire. He sold the
ship—and Michael went with it—to a new owner. The new owner didn’t have
his own captain, so he quickly handed the wheel over to Michael, who became
the ship’s captain. For two years, he sailed that 149-passenger ship up and down
from the Great Lakes to Mobile, memorizing the landscapes in-between. Life
was good on the boat—the new owner didn’t meddle too much, and the crew
had become family.
In 2009, though, the owner got another offer on the boat and sold it when
they got back to Mobile. The sale of the ship wouldn’t normally have bothered
Michael that much (after all, last time he got promoted because of it), but this
time, the new owner came with his own captain and crew. “I lost my job, my
family, and my home all in one phone call,” Michael told me earlier that morning,
his voice suddenly wistful. He was stuck in Mobile with no way to get back to
Michigan.
So he stayed—and he’s never left. He went back to taking odd jobs like scuba
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diving to clean scum off of boat propellers until he met an Australian guy named
Kristian who had just started a tour boat company on the Five Rivers Delta.
Kristian was an interesting case—an Aussie who’d taken a vacation to Alabama
and fallen in love with its serene waters isn’t all that common, after all—and he
was also a savvy entrepreneur. After Hurricane Katrina devastated the coast in
the mid-2000s, Kristian launched a tourism company called WildNative that
would take tourists up in a helicopter and show them the untouched wilderness
and lush vegetation of the Alabama waters. By the time he met Michael, he’d
retired the helicopter and bought a 23-passenger pontoon boat instead. After
all, the tourists didn’t just want to see the landscapes from up above, perhaps
catching a glimpse of a scaly gator below. They wanted to feel the breeze from
the delicate osprey’s wings; they wanted to see the awesome gator sunning
on the shore with their own eyes. He rebranded the company as Delta Safaris,
hired Michael to oversee the boat drivers on the weekends.
One thing led to another. Michael became a partner, and now, Delta Safaris
has multiple locations, multiple boats, multiple captains, and multiple fleets
of canoes and kayaks. They also get daily calls from people who want them to
do one thing or another for them.
That’s how the whole alligator hunt came to be. One particularly humid
July day, sitting in his office looking out the window and sipping his morning
coffee, Michael picked up the phone.
“So, we got the license, and we got the gear…” the voice on the phone, a voice
that seemed to belong to a scruffy older man, said. “But what we don’t got is a
boat.”
He wants to take my boat alligator hunting, Michael realized. “But we don’t
rent our boats to the public,” he said, looking out at the flat-bottom boat parked
at the dock outside his window. “It’s an insurance thing.”
The man on the other end of the phone cleared his throat. “Well, you’re the
captain, aren’t you? How ’bout we rent you, too?”
Michael looked out the window at his 24-foot aluminum flat bottom boat,
the one with the twin 115 Suzuki engines. It’d be perfect for gator hunting, he
realized for the first time. It was a stout little thing but had a power behind
it that could certainly take off in a heartbeat, if needed. He imagined what it
would be like—two nights, sundown to sunup, chasing alligators in the dark
with a flashlight. For the first time in his life, he imagined what it would be like
to be a hunter, to suddenly become the one in control.
And that, as Michael tells it, is why he went. Turns out his curiosity was as
rentable as the equipment.
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...
THIS IS HOW ALLIGATOR HUNTING in Southern Alabama works. It is not like

hunting other animals. And it is nothing like Swamp People tells it, that show on
A&E that chronicles the lives of rural people living in the swamps in Louisiana.
To catch a gator in the swamplands of Alabama, hunters start preparing days
ahead of time, stocking their coolers and backpacks with necessities that will
last them from sundown to sunup for two very long nights. As the countdown
to sunset begins, they pack potato chips, sandwiches, and beer in a cooler and
stash extra batteries, flashlight, and clothes into their backpacks. They make
sure to charge their phones and cameras. Then, once they pack all of this safely
into the boat along with the hunting equipment, they rev up their engines just
as the sun dips beneath the grassy shoreline and push their boat out into the
dark water, darker now that the sun has crested below the horizon, and the
hunt starts.
Depending on where their license allows them to hunt, the first thing most
hunters do is navigate over to a part of the swamp where it’s pitch black. Usually
this means a back corner somewhere. When they find their spot, they idle
the boat and set up their flashlights, hoping to spot an amber-red eyeball
cresting up over the black waters. When the light makes contact with an eye,
it will temporarily blind the gator, and it is in these temporary moments that
everything has to happen. Someone has to toss the reel with the three-pronged
hook over the edge of the boat, wait for the gator to swallow it, and then reel
him in. The animal will thrash and try to get away, which is reportedly when the
excitement—and the real fight—begins, and the hunters will only have a few
minutes to reel him in close enough to get a snare over his snout (like what a
dog-catcher would use) and cinch it down. This will do two things: it will render
the animal helpless, and it will make him furious. Only then can the hunters
make the decision of all decisions: Will they take their one chance to shoot it
with a rifle, or will they use a bang stick? (A bang stick is likely the most effective
option, as it’s a long pole with a rifle cartridge in the tip of it—all you have to
do is line the tip up with the back of the gator’s head, poke him, and discharge
the shot.) Either way, he will eventually stop thrashing.
Next, they have to pull the giant reptile into the boat. There are many ways to
do this, most involving brute strength and a prayer. Once he’s safely inside the
boat, the animal must then be immediately tagged and taken to a checkpoint,
which are set up around the rivers, and then he must be inspected to make
sure he is not full of bullet holes. The officers, who are with the Department
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of Conservation, will tag him; and scientists from nearby Dauphin will take
his tissue samples to monitor the ongoing health of alligators in the Mobile
ecosystem. After all, they are the apex predators—if they are healthy, everything
else in the river system is probably healthy.
A lot of problems can happen during this process. The alligator could fight
and tear himself off the hook, capsizing the whole operation. Enough water
could end up in the boat and potentially sink the vessel. A person could get
too close and get his arm ripped off. A person could run out of water mid-way
through the night. A person could, hypothetically, fall overboard.
And then, if you’re one of the lucky ones who snags one, the real predicament
comes in: What in the world are you going to do with him next? Strap the
500-pound carcass to the roof of your Prius? Grill him up for dinner? Give him
away as Christmas gifts?
Michael always says the same things when people ask him this question.
“You do what you want with him,” he’ll say, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s like
taking home a baby. As long as you ain’t selling him for a profit, you can do
anything you want with ‘im.” He clarifies. “I mean, you can give him away, stuff
him and mount him on the wall, skin him and make him into a belt and boots,
whatever strikes your fancy.” Of course, what happens after the hunt is not
the most important part of the story, anyway—hardly anyone ever talks about
what they actually do with the animal once they kill him. The real story here, as
we all know, is not the ending. This is the thing about Alabamans—the story is
never really about the ending. It’s about the meandering path in-between, the
telling of the story itself, that matters in these lowlands. In this case, what to
do with the gator is a convenient afterthought.

...
FOR MICHAEL AND HIS CREW, the hunt commenced, as it should have, on a

warm Friday afternoon in August. The weather could almost be called pleasant,
a light breeze in the trees. The guys were lucky—after all, the year before, the
weather had been miserable, rainy, muggy, summer storms that swept the
waters into waves. There were five of them: the lottery winner, a born-andraised Alabaman in his late 60s with a thick, peppery beard; his buddy, also a
born-and-raised Alabaman in his late 60s; their two sons, both in their 30s; and
Michael. The four of them showed up wearing matching camouflage baseball
caps and thick-laced hiking boots. Michael showed up wearing a t-shirt and
shorts.
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The whole thing had been the dads’ idea for years—they’d lived their whole
lives wanting to hunt an alligator for no other reason than because they thought
it’d be exciting. (Conservation was, probably, the last thing on their minds). To
their wives chagrin, the guys had even bought the equipment they’d need for
when one of their names was finally called. They were men of principle, bluecollared law-abiding men, hardly interested in gaming the system or hunting
without a license, so they lived their lives—Bob as a construction worker and
Jim as a commercial painter—and they waited patiently, every year, for their
name to show up on the website. They had absolutely no idea whatsoever what
they were going to do with a gator if they caught one. As you might imagine, the
wives weren’t too happy with the idea of storing a gator carcass in the garage, so
they’d have to think of something. “We’ll cross that bridge once we get there,”
Bob said, chuckling, untying his boots to let some air in, and cracking open a
Bud Light.
The 24-foot aluminum flat bottom boat, the one with the twin 115 Suzuki
engines, purred gently as it sliced through the calm, dark waters. As the sun
set, the men talked about things men who are idly waiting for something to talk
about—the weather, beer, their wives back home who think this whole thing is
ridiculous. Not much else happened at first.
There are times when you’re waiting, when you’ve found a perfectly dark
backwater creek and dropped anchor, that you might think you’re the only boat
in the entire world. The experience is almost spiritual; the silence is punctuated,
softly, by the sounds of quietly lapping water, the stirrings of night animals in
the bushes, the whoosh of the wind in the palm trees. Five minutes can feel
like five hours, as your eyes are glued to the stillness of the waters and you
wait, nervously anticipating the sacred encounter between man and animal,
an encounter that might end in death. There are other times, too, when you
steer into what you think will be a perfectly dark backwater creek and you’ll
find yourself surrounded by five other boats within a 100 yards of each other,
all hunting alligators. You might hear, instead, people whispering things like
“there he is!” and “see him?” and “over there!” and you might want to follow
their lead, but you don’t, because there’s a respect here in these waters. You’ll
pick up anchor and find another quiet cove to wait inside.
And there was a lot of waiting. In the first few hours, as dusk turned into
darkness, the guys went through their entire case of beer. And ate lots of
Cheetos and beef jerky. From time to time, they thought they saw movement
in the waters, but it was usually just a duck passing by or a crane skimming a
lightning bug off the surface of the water. Michael realized that in all his years
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in Alabama, he’d never been out on the water this late at night. It felt different
somehow, simultaneously more and less accessible at the same time. More and
less mysterious at the same time. More and less, well, inhabited.
Though no one really remembers the time, the first alligator stirring happened
around midnight. Michael had dropped anchor in a tiny pear-shaped cove
and the guys were swapping life stories they’d already been telling each other
for years. They were those kinds of friends. One of the sons was scanning the
waters with his flashlight, back and forth, back and forth, and had nearly given
up when he noticed a glare in the water he hadn’t seen before. He stayed still
with one hand, focusing the light on the gator’s bulbous eyes, and motioned
silently for the rest of the crew with his other hand. Bob grabbed the reel with
the snare on the end of it. Jim grabbed the rifle.
Then everything changed. It happens quickly, unexpectedly, as the eyes pop
up, break the glass surface of the still waters, and come face-to-face with the
glare of the flashlight. There won’t be much time. Out goes the reel with the
hook. Adrenaline kicks in. Survival instincts kick in. Murderous instincts kick
in. Words falter. There are no photographs. In reflection, it’s all re-creation, all
imagination. Suddenly, there’s either a gator in your boat, or there’s a gator off
the hook who is swimming wildly away. The story fractures. Bob remembers the
first alligator better than the next half-dozen of them. Jim says he remembers
the second one better, because the first one was too much of a surprise. Michael
recalls at least eight, one after the other, popping up to the surface of the water
like reptilian popcorn. The sons can’t decide if they saw a half-dozen or eight or
ten or twelve. No one kept track, even though they had all promised each other
they’d keep a tally. Each time, something different happened: the reel always
broke, the snare would never go on, the animal would trash until he slipped
out. They got a little more tired with each one.
By the time Mobile saw its first glimpse of sun peeking up over the horizon,
by the time the hungry mosquitoes had woken up, by the time moms and dads
were pouring milk and cereal into bowls for their children, Michael, Bob, Jim,
and the boys pulled the boat back up to the dock at the Five Rivers Delta. They’d
sleep all day and meet up, again, at dusk, and do it all over again.
That’s basically what gator hunting is, like trying to tell a story in the dark.

...
MICHAEL AND HIS CREW DID not get an alligator. Neither did anyone else they

knew around town, apparently. Even still, there were enough Alabamans who
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did catch one that the Department of Conservation called the year a success—
they were effectively able to maintain the population for another year. Still, the
locals—those who had won a license, and those who had not—would not lose
faith in the process. Next year, even more people than last year will apply for
their chance to turn nature’s tables. In the months before registration opens,
registration will become the topic of conversation around the microwave at
work; it will send sales for camo pants at the local Bass Pro Shops surging; and it
will create a sudden upswing in applications for gun ownership. Mandy Stokes,
a young mother of two who broke the world record when she caught a 15 foot 9
inches long, 1,011.5-pound gator on her very first gator hunt, will resurface again
in the news, a testament to the fact that anyone can win the lottery and snag a
giant prize. This is the way lotteries work. Behavioral psychologists understand
this phenomenon as availability bias, the idea that winning something seems
more attainable if we see or hear about recent winners who are either like us—
or just slightly below us in skill, wealth, or experience. The year after Mandy’s
success, for instance, application sales peaked over four thousand in 2014, and
they haven’t yet lost their steam.
In fact, Michael hasn’t, either. The man who once cried over a dead squirrel
in his backyard in Michigan sees conservation differently now. He sees it as
part of the process—and he sees the lottery as one way of inspiring his local
community to get involved in that process. Death, he’ll tell you, is a part of
sustaining life. And he recently told his buddies at work that he’d jump at the
chance to do it all over again.
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Memorial for the Apollonian Ichor
Dandelions wander under a half moon. Any day that goes by without you
burning a stick of designer incense is a day in which the old gods step out of
their mechanisms and become whatever their individual wills deem festive:
an orca seducing a boatful of rain-lubed spectators; a bowl of raw vegetables
singing to the artifice of fire that promises completion; the coins that tumble
into the creeping grass and are never found; the passive voice coming and
going like a vampiric nightingale among paragraphs; the dust devil that
interrupts the evening prayer; a list like a ladder reaching nowhere but the
impossible present; a raccoon hauling his broken hind legs into the median’s
feral roses; the flour that collects on an apron, on cuffs, on black, industrial
shoelaces, and follows the baker home to his family; the page that keeps
filling itself despite the author’s inaudible protests; the sun at its highest
reaching the bottom of the shallow lake: a greenish haze the bluegills drift
within. The sun, the sun, the sun. On ninety degree days you long for winter.
You wear denim and flannel, turn the AC low, light the tree. What you drink,
a bloody wine, warms you in a way that would make the city block seem
dull, but you’re not watching. You’re not really here, the clumps of yellow
heads nearly, but not quite, motionless; the tricky present arriving from the
opened vein, ad infinitum.

70

F. DANIEL RZICZNEK

POETRY

Memorial for a Cresting Wave
“Poetry is a hatchery for martyrs.”
—Tomaz Salamun
Sunrise beyond the already humid city. Outside the memorial’s gates, their
patinated plaques, you stop to motionlessly genuflect. Inside, you find an
oblong, vertical corridor of open air with black walls, red floors, and chalk
outlines replicated daily from the emptied square, the site of the massacre
on the eve of the anniversary of the truce. Akhmatova is there. And Machado,
Radnóti, Nerval, and Clare. The shambling queue of others they fall in with
winds past a tiny, unoccupied throne that belonged to a man famous for
drinking and drinking, to keep pace with his ever-growing body. You do
not recall joining the queue, but you are there—it’s your turn to spit on the
throne and then dramatically wipe your soaked brow with the back of one
hand, flinging the sweat to the ground. So many, you realize, have made
the pilgrimage here that their footwork and sweat have turned the chalk of
the outlines into a viscous, unshakeable clay that sticks and sticks, the way
a looped, unstoppable motion—the sea’s falling and rising—stains one’s
vision for years within a day.
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CIRCE

I

T WAS THE VERY START of something good. He dropped his luggage at the

apartment’s front door, found a beer in the refrigerator, and drank it while
standing in front of the window. The sun was setting, a long decline in
a clear sky streaked with orange and rust. Four stories down, lines of young
trees, newly leafed, bordered the edges of the streets, and the grid of streets
stretched westward into the sunset glare. Cars were just beginning to turn
on their headlights. They cruised or idled at intersections, each with its own
purpose and destination. It was May of the first summer that was his alone.
Classes were over, final exams were over. His parents had wanted him to
live at home, as he had after his first year of school. He argued that he had an
apartment now, it had been impossible to find a sublet, and if he was going to
pay rent, he might as well stay there. He would take a summer school course
that would be important to his major. He already had a job on campus lined up.
Of course he’d come home now and then, it wasn’t like they’d never see him.
There was some exaggeration in all this, but his parents gave way. He’d gone
home after the end of the semester and now that duty was done. He was the
oldest of three children, named Matthew after his father. When his brother
and sister wanted to tease him, they called him Junior. There were other things
to get away from, including the mild guilt at wanting to get away. He wasn’t a
child now, he wanted a life that they did not constantly examine, debate, and
judge. They loved him, and they had made everything too easy for him.
When Matt finished the beer he turned on the television and flipped to the
sports channel. He had two roommates this past school year but neither of them
would be around much this summer. One was traveling through Europe with
his girlfriend, the other had an internship with a brokerage firm in downtown
Chicago. He’d have a lot to live up to if he wanted to tell his own stories.
He rummaged the kitchen and made himself supper out of a box of macaroni
and cheese and some frozen corn dogs. It was the kind of meal his mother would
have despaired of him eating. He left the television on for background noise
and turned on the lights as the rooms grew dark. He opened his computer and
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cruised e-mail and Facebook. Everyone he knew was somewhere else, doing
something else. The loneliness he felt was thrilling.
Now he switched over to his word processing program and read through the
latest version of the poem he’d typed there. He had thought it was good, more
than good, profound, in some way. But reading it now, he saw how mistaken
he’d been. He’d missed the mark, or overshot it. Tried too hard, had merely
shown off when he had wanted, well, he’d wanted to show off, but he’d wanted
to be able to back it up with something genuine.
Now there was nothing to do but start over and unravel the thing word by
word, line by line.
He was not in the habit of telling people he wrote poetry. Matt knew his
friends would say, “You’re kidding,” or nothing at all, trying to fathom it. They
weren’t an artsy crowd. He’d told a girl he wanted to impress, because she was
an English major and he guessed she would be poem-friendly. She wore stacks
of silver bracelets on both arms and streaked her hair with pink and lavender.
She tilted her head to contemplate him. “You know there are only about five
great poets in the whole country”
“I didn’t say I was a great poet.”
“So your odds of being really good at it pretty much suck.”
She turned her attention back to her notebook, tapping a pen against the
page. The notebook was covered in green marbelized paper. The pages were
the color of vanilla ice cream. Matt stood there for another moment before
walking away. Everything pretty about her now seemed affected, false. He went
home and wrote one of his best poems about her.
He was a business major, as were a lot of his friends. He would get a practical
education and be able to earn a living. That was the kind of college his parents
had been willing to pay for, the bargain he’d made with them. If he were a girl,
they might have tolerated him swanning around taking classes in Eastern
Religions and American Expatriates in the 1920’s.
They wouldn’t have expected anything entirely serious from a daughter.
They were old-fashioned that way.
He guessed this was what people did, or what men did, worked to pay the
bills, and used their own time to pursue the rest of what mattered. You kept
some things to yourself. That way you didn’t get bogged down or distracted,
or open yourself up to the contempt of certain know-it-alls.
He had signed up for a summer school business class, Systems of Management
and Organizational Behavior. The class met in the late morning in one of the
older campus buildings, in a small auditorium whose wooden seats had been
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polished by years of wear until the grain showed through. Outside the open
windows, a moving screen of green leaves turned the air drowsy. At the first
session, the instructor went over the course materials and requirements. They
were pretty much what Matt had expected. It wouldn’t be anything hard. He
found all such classes faintly boring, like driving lessons when you already knew
how to drive.
For two days they chugged through the syllabus. The topics were motivational
theory, incentives, leadership. At the start of the third class, the instructor came
in looking mussed and red-eyed, as if he was hungover, or possibly still drunk.
He and the students stared at each other in silence.
“Systems,” the instructor said, after a long uncomfortable time, “are an
imperfect guide to human behavior. If you learn nothing else, please remember
that.”
They watched him go to the whiteboard at the front of the room and fiddle
with the different colored markers. “Say this is your life,” he said, drawing a
red line across the board. The line followed a kind of bell curve, except that it
stayed steady for a time before a series of wiggles, followed by a steep dropoff.
“And this—” He picked up a blue marker—“is happiness. All the happiness you
ever get in one life.” The blue line peaked early, then drove straight down. “If I
had enough different colors, I could keep going. You’d want a line for sex. One
for money. No, strike that. Use the same line for both of those.”
The instructor stepped back to contemplate the board, then turned to face
the class. “I’ve decided that you’ll get more out of the material if we make this an
independent study course. Please email me with a topic of your own choosing,
based on something in the course syllabus. Any questions?”
The instructor waited a beat, then walked to the door and shut it behind him.
What the hell? There was some conversation among them, disbelieving,
mostly. Like, was he joking? Was this some weird behavior experiment? No one
had an answer, and eventually they left also and walked the dark, cool hallway
out the front steps and into the sunlight, where they dispersed. The following
week they each received an email from the registrar’s office, saying that the
class had been cancelled.
So that was one thing.
Matt’s job for the summer was in the chemistry department, helping with
inventory. There were all manner of flasks and burners and pipettes and filters
and beakers and light bulbs and respirators and latex gloves and much more
involved in chemistry, and an accurate tally had to be produced. He was given
printouts and grids and shown the system for keeping track. It wasn’t exciting
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work, as he was left alone in the different labs and store rooms, unearthing
dusty boxes and moving them from one shelf to another. Science, at least from
this angle, didn’t seem any more soul-stirring than business. He was supposed
to be working twenty-five hours a week, but three days in a row he showed up
and was told he wasn’t needed. By the next week his hours were cut in half, and
then the supervisor said she was very sorry, but they weren’t going to have any
work at all for student employees.
So that was the second thing. It was too late to register for another class, and
nobody else on campus was hiring. If he told his parents he needed money, they
would insist he come home. They would not have regarded a summer spent
writing poems as a productive use of his time. Anyway, he was beginning to
realize, in order to write poetry you needed more than just the desire to write
poetry. You needed some rock solid certainty, no doubt like the five great
American poets, whoever they were supposed to be. That was a remark that
still stung.
He searched the employment ads, but they were for forklift operators or
drivers with commercial licenses. Construction jobs were out of reach and
he wasn’t old enough to tend bar. That left fast food or delivering pizzas. He
guessed he could do that if he had to, but it meant the deflation of the summer
he had planned, making it into a kind of dumb joke.
He answered an ad for a general merchandise worker, apply in person, and it
turned out to be a barn-like feed store south of town. They also sold pet items,
everything needed for dogs and cats, rabbits and birds, guinea pigs, hamsters,
rats, reptiles. The store was busy and when Matt said he was there about a job,
he was told that Ed would be out in a minute. He waited, pretending an interest
in the many varieties of rawhide chew toys. A middle-aged man with what Matt
knew to call a farmer’s tan came out of a back room and shook Matt’s hand. He
kept being interrupted by employees and customers who needed one thing or
another, so that their conversation was a series of fragments.
“Hi, I’m here about the—”
“One second. Peggy? Get that gentleman’s phone number and tell him I’ll
call him back. Sorry.”
“Job.”
“Great. You in school? Some of the kids are.”
“Yes, I’ll be a sophomore.”
“So you know a thing or two already.”
“I guess. Sure.”
“Hold on. Thursday! We get a whole pallet of them in on Thursday.” The man,

WITNESS

75

Ed, turned away to confer with someone at the register. “Sorry, it’s a lively place,
think you can keep up? What’s your name? You want to start today? Peggy, get him
the payroll form.”
Fifteen minutes later he was wearing a blue T-shirt with the store name and
logo, and unloading bales of hay from a flatbed trailer. A high school kid named
Brad gave him a pair of work gloves and showed him the best way to grip and
lift the bales. He’d thought he was in pretty good shape but after half an hour,
his back tightened up on him and he had to mop at his streaming face with his
shirt. Brad took pity on him and sent him to the break room to rest. “You get
into a rhythm. It’ll come to you.”
They put him to work pushing carts of dog treats into the store and finding
space for them on the shelves. “Here you go. It’s cooler inside.” He was aware
that, as the new guy, he generated a certain amusement. He met the rest of his
co-workers: Heidi, Kristen, Peggy, Dave, Al, Sara, Kim. “So you’re in Ag?” one
of them asked. He didn’t understand.
“Ed only hires college kids if they’re in animal sciences. Or pre-vet.”
“No, I’m in College of Business.”
“What kind of business?”
“General.” He shrugged. He didn’t like thinking he’d been hired under false
pretenses.
“Did you grow up on a farm?”
“No,” Matt said. “But we had a Weimaraner for a while.” They looked doubtful.
“And an aquarium,” he added.
“Oh boy. Don’t tell Ed,” one of them advised. “If a customer asks about a
product, like about protein per centage or fiber content, ask somebody else.”
“Business. Sure, you can talk big-time business with Ed. He’d like that.”
No one had told him what his hours were, so he stayed until closing and
came back the next day at nine, when the store opened. For the next few days,
he swept out the warehouse, he carried bags of dog food and bird seed out to
customers’ vehicles. They taught him how to work the cash register and how
to scan credit cards. He learned what rabbits ate. He went home beat, dragged
himself into the shower, and fell asleep early. He hadn’t even asked about his
pay—some business genius he was—and when he got his first paycheck he was
pleased to find it larger than expected.
His co-workers were all his age or younger, farm kids, mostly, who had grown
up in 4-H, raised goats or beef cattle and were knowledgeable about chickens.
Matt had little enough in common with them but they were easy to get along with.
He’d lucked into a good thing, he realized. Some of the jobs, such as unloading
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big shipments, were hard, but he liked using his muscles in ways he hadn’t since
his high school wrestling days. By fall, he hoped he’d be seriously built up.
Peggy, the manager, kept the store running without a lot of unnecessary drama.
Ed supplied that whenever he was on the premises, giving orders, promising,
threatening, demanding, forgetting what he’d said five minutes after it came
out of his mouth. You said, “Sure, Ed,” or, “Right away, Ed, and once he was out
of the way, you went to Peggy and asked her what she wanted done.
By the second week he realized his speech was developing a bit of a drawl,
to match that of the other workers. This was both funny and concerning. He
wasn’t any farmer. What did it mean that it was so easy to shed his skin, or grow
a new one at need? Come fall he’d resume his school life, lose the drawl, go to
classes, spend his weekends in the campus bars, trying to get girls to talk to him.
Maybe he wasn’t much of a student either, and had only been going through
the motions because it was a different kind of job. That made him restless, it
made him feel like a stupid kid, which he guessed he was.
He guessed he’d write more poems, once he was no longer preoccupied with
things like cat food. He didn’t think he could write poems about cat food. But
then, you didn’t write poems about things. He knew that much. When he had
written well—and there were those times—it had been some mood or drive
within him that had set a heap of words ablaze.
He had a difficult phone conversation with his parents. “What happened,
why aren’t you taking any classes?”
“The one I signed up for was cancelled. The instructor got sick. We got our
money back.”
“Sick with what? That’s what they told you? And I thought you were going
to work for one of the chemistry professors.”
This was how he had portrayed his summer employment. “That kind of fell
through. But I found the other job, OK?”
“Selling chicken feed.”
“No.” Yes.
“That doesn’t sound very ambitious, Matt.”
“It’s a business, there’s always things you can learn.”
“So is trash hauling a business,”
They weren’t happy, but he could pay his own way and he wouldn’t have to
go home. He was beginning to see how the job might make for good stories
come fall when he and his friends would get back together. You could turn it
into something entertaining, this world of pelleted feed and rodeos, alfalfa and
fly repellents.
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One day he was working the register when a girl, a woman, really, came into
the store.
He found himself staring at her, but not for the usual reasons. She was small,
only an inch or so more than five feet, and was dressed in a bib overall cut off
above the knees. Her arms and legs were thin and suntanned and her hair was
buzzed down to a brown pelt. She wore a red sleeveless undershirt beneath
the overall, and work boots. “Hey, Mary Jo,” one of the other workers greeted
her. “What you been doing, stranger?”
“Working. You should try it some time.”
“I’m liking the hair.”
The woman, Mary Jo, ran a hand along her scalp. “Me too. I should have done
it a long time ago. Helps you catch a breeze.”
“Come winter you might have to wear a coonskin cap or something.”
“Maybe just the racoon.”
“If you wear it in the store, it has to be on a leash.”
There was some more teasing back and forth, then Peggy, the manager, called
the warehouse to ask about whatever it was that Mary Jo needed, hay and feed,
it seemed, and the two of them leaned against the counter, chatting, until the
warehouse called back, and Peggy said, “Matt, go out and help Mary Jo load up.
This is Matt, he’s new.”
They said hello, and Matt followed her out to the parking lot. He couldn’t
stop staring at her, taking in the sight of her. There were lesbians on campus,
sure, and some of these were recognizably butch. But they always managed
to look more like students than anything else, with their backpacks and their
political slogans sprinkled over buttons and bumper stickers.
This woman, Mary Jo, looked like nobody else. She looked as if she might
have just come from digging a ditch in some exotic kingdom.
She backed her truck up to the loading doors and let down the tailgate. The
truck was a black GMC Sierra, old enough to have some wear on it. Mary Jo
climbed up in the bed and Matt and Brad lifted the hay bales so that she could
stack them and secure them with tie downs. The muscles of her bare arms and
legs were small and hard, and she kept up with the bales, and then with the bags
of sweet feed and chaffhaye and pullet feed. He wasn’t used to girls who were
in that kind of shape.
“I guess you must have a lot of animals,” Matt said, as they were finishing up.
“Goats, mostly. Well, and the chickens. Two horses. A passel of barn cats.”
Mary Jo had brown eyes that crinkled when she smiled. Cute, he might have
called her, except that he was aware that everything about her manner and
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appearance was meant to repel his
appraisals. It threw him off, seeing a girl with no hair, or rather, with hair
like a ten year old boy’s. He had to keep telling himself not to stare. “Oh, and
of course there’s Olga,” Mary Jo said, opening the passenger door of the truck.
An enormous brindled dog sat there, its pink tongue lolling over the edge of its
mouth.
“Wow. Hi Olga.”
“Don’t come too close. She’s guarding the truck.”
“No problem.” The dog was panting, which gave her an avid look. “What
breed is she?”
“Pit bull and Anatolian shepherd mix.”
“Wow,” Matt said again. “That is one serious dog. Olga, huh?”
“After Olga Broumas.” She waited to see if Matt registered this. He didn’t.
“OK, Matt, right? I need to go pay up, nice meeting you.”
That night after work he googled Olga Broumas. She was a famous poet he’d
never heard of, a lesbian poet, natch. He wondered if she was supposed to be
one of the five great American poets. Who decided those things anyway, who
counted them?
Olga Broumas had a poem about how passionate love was temporary insanity.
He guessed you had to go along with that. In another poem, a woman walks down
the street and the men who call after her are turned into grunting, whistling
swine, setting up a nifty rhyme with divine, and before that, with wine. All part
of a series called—Circe! He had to look up Circe too. The sorceress from the
Odyssey! He got it!
Of course there were some other poems that were trickier for him, poems
about women loving women. He tried to substitute himself for the speaker in
these poems, which was the only way he could approach them, but that really
wasn’t the point, was it? You didn’t have to make a poem yours.
The next time Mary Jo came into the store, Matt said, “Hey, I read some Olga
Broumas. She’s pretty cool.”
Mary Jo gave him a skeptical look. “No, I really did. I like her, ah, spareness.
She doesn’t use a very long line, but she packs a lot into it, she’s very eloquent.”
He considered volunteering that the pictures of her were quite attractive, but
he thought the better of it.
Mary Jo kept her eyebrows raised. “You’re a poetry guy, huh.”
“Yes. I mean, I like it. I mess around with it sometimes.” A completely stupid
thing to say.
“College kid,” she stated, as if trying to get a fix on him.
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“Yeah, I think I got hired by mistake.” He shrugged, apologizing for himself.
“I’m glad you liked Broumas. She can be an acquired taste.”
“Yeah, the one about men turning into pigs. . .”
“Kind of got to you?” Mary Jo gave him a friendly poke in the ribs with her
elbow. Today she was wearing a white T-shirt and white painter’s pants. There
were patches of dried white paint on the pants, and a spray of fine white paint
freckles across her sunbrowned face. How old was she? Maybe as old as thirty?
He couldn’t tell. Everything about her threw his notions off.
“What are you painting?” Matt asked, sidestepping the pig question.
“The goat shed, the outside walls. A new one, we finished it just before the
kids were born.”
“Kids. Oh, you mean baby goats.” Matt shook his head, marveling at the
strangeness of it all. He wondered who we was.
“I guess you really did get hired by mistake. Oh come on, I’m kidding.”
“Kidding, that’s very punny.”
“I need some straw and a hoof pick. You want to help me, or you going to
stand around talking poetry?”
He loaded the straw. Olga watched him through the back window. She didn’t
seem hostile, exactly, more like, vigilant. “You have any more animals named
after poets? Any goats called Walt Whitman or Dylan Thomas?”
“Sorry. Not my kind of poets.”
“You can’t have anything against Walt Whitman, he was gay.”
“Oh, good one.”
“So tell me somebody else I ought to be reading. Seriously. I’ll check them
out.”
“Adrienne Rich. Marilyn Hacker. June Jordan. Djuna Barnes. That’s D-J-UN-A.”
“OK, great. I’ll write all that down.” Matt jumped off the bed of the truck
and grinned at her. He was happy, it made him happy to be acting like an idiot.
“What’s with you, straight boy? Trying to read up on some hot girl on girl
action?”
“No ma’am. Just tryin’ not to be a pig.”
“Matt,” she said, as if wanting to get his name settled in her head. Then she
got into the truck with Olga, waved and drove off.
He didn’t get through all the reading he’d promised, and when he saw Mary
Jo again, he confessed this. “It’s more fun to read about Djuna Barnes than
reading anything she wrote.”
“Possibly.”
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“Marilyn Hacker, it’s like somebody talking too loud. I liked June Jordan,
she’s plain-spoken and sassy. Adrienne Rich, I can tell she’s good, seriously
good, but I can’t crack the code. Can’t get inside any of the poems.”
“What an interesting metaphor.” She grinned up at him.
“You know what I mean.” He felt himself blushing. He guessed there were
some jokes you had to expect.
“You should keep reading her until you clue in and can understand the lingo.
It’ll pay off.”
“OK. What was it you needed today?”
It was mid-June and the first real hot spell had descended, an overcast, humid
heat without any breath of wind. When Matt carried her bags of feed out to the
truck, he asked, “Where’s Olga?”
“Too hot for her, she’d just get overheated.” Mary Jo was wearing her cut off
overall again, and underneath it one of those black bra things that wasn’t really
a bra, and black high top sneakers. She made it look like exactly what she ought
to be wearing.
“Yeah, stay home and chill in front of the fan. That’s what I’d be doing if I
could.”
“So, did you want any more lesbo poetesses to check out?”
“I guess not. I guess that’s about as much as I can get to right now. Anyway,
it’s not like I have some wild and crazy interest in, ah . . .”
“You can say it.”
“Lesbo poetesses. It’s more like I’m curious . . . ”
“What do dykes write about? We have a secret language we don’t reveal to
outsiders.”
“No, honestly, it’s more like I wanted to know . . .” He stopped. He’d blundered
into it and now had to speak. “I wanted to know how you got to be you. What
it’s like to be you.”
Her face changed. “Sorry, straight boy. I’m not some kind of zoo specimen.”
“No, wait, I’m sorry. I meant because . . .” Older, he might have said, Because
you know how to be yourself, and I do not yet know how to be myself, and I
want to know what it has cost you, and what it might cost me. “Because I think
you’re brave.”
She stayed silent, which he thought was the best he could hope for. He said,
“Come on, you can’t have anything to do with males? I’m harmless.”
“Men are never harmless. You can start with that sad fact.”
“All right, I cop to that. Genetically damned.”
Mary Jo said something, an aside, about it being too hot to argue. Then she
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said, “All right. If it’s OK with my partner, maybe you could come out and see
the goats sometime.”
“I’d like that.”
“You can help me set some fence posts, if you feel like it.”
“Sure. Just show me.”
“No flexing muscles or talking about needing a man on the place to do the
hard things.”
“Mary Jo, I’m pretty sure that between the two of us, you have better muscles.”
“ . . . or I’ll feed you to the chickens.”
“Deal,” Matt said, once more happy for no reason he could pin a name on.
Mary Jo said she’d swing by the store tomorrow and tell him if it would work
out. Maybe tomorrow night. Or some other night. Or not at all. Was he good
with that? He was. He wasn’t at all sure why. He was a stranger to himself.
She was there the next day at five, and she let Olga out of the truck so that
she could sniff Matt over. “You can pet the top of her head,” Mary Jo advised,
and he did so, trying to be cool, trying not to show fear, which everybody said
dogs could sense. Olga snuffled at him, yawned, and hopped back up to her seat
in the truck. Mary Jo said he should follow her, they were going about seven
miles, and he pulled out behind her and on to the four-lane highway that ran
past the store.
They headed south, then east on a two-lane county road, then south again.
Here and there were houses and barns, older farmhouses with covered verandas,
or newer brick ranches. He saw signs advertising seed corn companies and
insurance. There were cultivated fields of corn and beans in monotonous
flat rows. The plants were green and implacable, fields and fields, acres and
acres. There were places that all you could see was farm fields, which he found
disorienting. Mary Jo drove fast and the truck’s tires kicked up white dust. He
wondered what he’d gotten himself into. He guessed that if it all got too weird,
in some unforseen lesbian farm cult way, he could make an excuse and leave.
Mary Jo set her turn signal and he followed her from the two lane down a
smaller road, and then into a gravel driveway. The house was one of the older
ones, modest-sized, white painted, with a steep peak to its roof and a screened
porch in front. The truck pulled into a grassy space at the end of the drive and
Matt parked next to it.
“This is it,” Mary Jo said, getting out, and Matt got out too, taking it in. Beyond
the drive was an old, ready to fall down barn with a hayloft, light showing through
the gaps in the boards. Rows of orchard trees, some of them new-planted,
surrounded it. There was a vegetable garden wire-fenced against deer at the
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end of a path outside the back door. On the other side of the driveway was a
ribbed steel Morton barn with a paddock and beyond that the whitewashed
building he guessed Mary Jo had been painting.
“Goats?” he asked, pointing, and Mary Jo led him past the Morton barn,
whose doors were open to a wide dirt aisle with four box stalls. Olga left off
following them and went inside to nose around. Yesterday’s humidity had
lessened, but it was still blazing hot, and when they stepped inside the barn,
the shade felt good. “Jett and Romie are out in their pasture. There’s machine
storage through there. Manure spreader, tractor.”
“You guys have some great toys, you know?” He made it sound like a joke,
but he meant it. “Did you grow up on a farm?”
“This is where the interview starts, right?”
“Come on. I’m just asking.”
“I grew up in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I took ballet lessons and sang in the
choir. It’s a sad story.”
The goat shed had a curved fiberglass roof to let in light. Mary Jo stopped at
the entrance. “We have a milking herd of six, three bucks, and four wethers.”
“Wethers?”
“Castrated bucks.”
“Sure,” Matt said. “But of course.”
“They make much better pets that way. Go on in.”
An exhaust fan high on one wall was on, making a racket, and several box
fans were set up to blow across the wire pens. Goats crowded up to the fences.
There seemed many more than what he’d been expecting, all of them with
narrow faces and yellow eyes. He had thought goats were white, but these
were brown, or black and white patched. There were a number of babies, the
kids. They rubbed and. butted against each other, making their high-pitched
bleating. It was a sound he was pretty sure he could get tired of.
Matt turned to Mary Jo. “You milk these guys? Really?”
“Crystal does, mostly.” The partner, he guessed. “We want to set up a real
dairy, licensed and inspected, so we can sell the milk. Start a cheesemaking
operation. It’s not as easy as it sounds.”
Matt said that none of it sounded easy. He listened as Mary Jo pointed out
the different goats, told him their names and ages and habits. There was a smell,
not entirely unpleasant, of straw and sawdust and sun-warmed manure. He
wasn’t so sure about goats. There were such a lot of them and they didn’t stay
still long enough for him to sort them out, determine personalities.
From the goat shed they toured the chicken coop, a tidy shed with its own
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dirt yard and comical, strutting chickens. They went to stand at the edge of a
green pasture. Two big bay horses trotted up to them, each of them wearing
face shields and mesh sheets against flies. They leaned over the fence to nuzzle
and blow air through their giant nostrils.
“Beggars,” Mary Jo said, patting their necks. “You’ll get fed later.” Today
she was wearing a pair of jeans in bright red denim, and a black T-shirt with a
sketch of a bare-breasted mermaid. Matt kept sneaking looks at it.
She pointed out the far edge of the pasture, where a half dozen wooden posts
had been sunk into the ground. “We use a part of this pasture for the goats to
forage, and some of it’s for the horses. That’s where we’re going to expand the
fencing. But not today, it ’s too hot. Come on up to the house.”
Matt was glad he didn’t have to get to work on fencing, though he was
apprehensive about the unknown partner. Crystal, he reminded himself. He
had to wonder what Mary Jo had said about him, and whether Crystal too liked
to make castration jokes.
He walked behind Mary Jo, watching the lift and roll of her small, square ass.
He really was a pig. She was a gay woman, she went in for other women. Get
a grip. He focussed instead on her slim neck, the shadowy edge of her shaved
head, where the clippers had lef two V-shapes.
He followed her in through the back door through a well-used mud room,
containing boots, shoes, rain gear on hooks, bags of cat food, dog food, rubber
buckets, steel buckets, gallon bottles of bleach, a bag of clothespins, and shelves
holding cleansers, WD-40 spray, batteries, steel wool, sandpaper, old paint
cans, and a yellow box of rat poison.
“Hey there babe,” Mary Jo said, and the woman at the kitchen sink turned
around to face them.
“You’re Mitch.”
“Matt.”
“Want a beer?” She turned back to the sink and ran the water.
“Sure.”
“They’re in the fridge.”
He crossed the room and opened the refrigerator. “Anybody else?” Nobody.
He guessed there was some trial by rudeness going on, where he would be
expected to roll with the punches. He extracted a can of Bud Light and popped
it open. He wasn’t going to wait for anyone to fail to offer him a glass.
Crystal shut the water off and dried her hands on a dishtowel. She lifted a
pot from the sink, set it on a stove burner, and turned on the gas. “College boy,”
she said.
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“That’s me.”
Crystal was older than Mary Jo. She had flyaway gray hair and a big, pillowy
body. She wore a blue striped apron over her jeans and T-shirt.
“Why’s he excited about goats?” Crystal asked Mary Jo.
“I don’t know, you should ask him.” Mary Jo appeared to be amused by
Crystal’s brusqueness. He had the feeling she’d wink at him if she could get
away with it.
“I guess it’s my summer for, ah, animal immersion,” Matt offered. “With the
feed store and all.”
“You grew up in some suburb,” Crystal said. “Go ahead, tell me I’m wrong.”
He shrugged, by way of admitting it. “I don’t know anybody else who has a farm.”
“We’re his first lesbo goatherds,” Mary Jo said.
“It’s all pretty cool, you have so much going on here.”
“We do,” Crystal said. Not yet friendly, but seeming more inclined to
conversation. “Chickens are easy. It’s the goddamn goats that hand you your ass.”
She peered at Matt through a pair of pink-framed glasses with a smudge on
one lens. “She probably told you, I’m the one who swears.”
Matt ducked his head, as if acknowledging this. He didn’t look at Mary Jo. It
would have been awkward to say that Mary Jo had told him nothing about her.
“What are you cooking?” Mary Jo asked, checking out the pot on the stove.
“Potatoes for potato salad. With celery and onion and, oh, eggs.”
“We have a lot of eggs.”
“Goat milk too, if you want some.”
“Raw and pasteurized.”
“Sort of an acquired taste.”
“We sell eggs to the neighbors. We almost break even.”
“But once we get the dairy going, you know, with the goats—”
“The goddamn goats—”
“We’ll trade them for a handful of magic beans.”
“And when the beanstalk grows—”
They both started giggling, some well-worn private joke. Crystal said, “I got
some good tomatoes today from the farm stand, the one with the woman who
drives down to Tennessee to get the earliest ones. And we can grill burgers.
That sound good?”
Matt said that would be just fine. He hadn’t counted on eating. But then, he
hadn’t known what to count on.
“And I made a cherry pie,” Crystal informed them. “But not from our cherry
trees.”
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“Our fruit trees suck.”
“Maybe next year.”
“Or the year after.”
Olga came charging in then, wanting her dinner, and both women turned
their attention to her, petting and speaking to her. He was just as glad to take
a step back, have them focus on something other than him. He was coming to
realize that they were nervous to have him here, although that had less to do
with him, or even the novelty of him, than with showing off the farm, putting
it out for inspection, putting themselves out there as well.
This knowledge reached him gradually, along with trying to take in impressions
of the house and its rooms. There was a lot to look at. The kitchen was large
and, he guessed, rustic was the right word. The counters and cabinets had
seen a lot of use, although the cabinets had been refreshed with crayon-green
paint. An old-fashioned jam cupboard with wire screen doors stood in one
corner. A battered metal colander held potatoes. There was a canister set in
a gingham pattern, a stoneware mixing bowl with evidence of pastry making,
different untidy kitchen things, a roll of paper towels, cutting boards. Also some
decorative items, like the Lara Croft Tomb Raider calendar, and the two Barbie
dolls on the top of the refrigerator, dressed in ball gowns and positioned so as
to be holding hands.
Through a doorway, a table spread with an Indian print tablecloth, its edges
ruffling in the breeze from a fan.
Olga was busy gobbling her dinner, Crystal was hauling things out of the
refrigerator. “Come on,” Mary Jo told him. “Everything else gets fed before
we do.”
He followed her back out to the goat shed and helped her fill up the water
buckets and pull hay into the racks. The milking does and their kids got pelleted
food, the does butting up to the buckets, the kids with their own creep feeders,
gated off from the adults. The bucks and wethers—not that Matt was inclined to
inspect their parts and sort one from another—had their own pens. “Otherwise,
it’s Fight Club,” Mary Jo explained.
The chickens were fed. Barn cats were fed. Mary Jo shook a can full of sweet
feed at the pasture gate and the horses came charging up to eat. Matt stopped
to drink from a hose and slap water on the back of his neck. “This is a lot of
work.”
“Crystal does the morning shift. This is the easy part.”
There was a new-looking gas grill on the patio behind the house. From here
there was a view of the old, collapsing barn and the hopeful orchard around it.
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Olga padded up to them, lay down in front of a water bowl, and drank from it
in noisy slurps. The sun hadn’t yet set but the long evening was settling in, the
sky an unearthly pink. Swallows wheeled and dipped, skimming just above the
ground to catch insects. “It’s pretty out here,” Matt offered.
“Yeah. It’s a little less so in the winter, when you have to head out to the
barns five times a day, because all the water buckets have to have heaters and
if the heaters quit working you’re screwed.”
“This is like a whole different world.”
“No, dude. It’s the same world. We’re just off in one corner of it.”
Mary Jo lit the grill and stood back to adjust it. He might have offered to
help, but she looked like she knew exactly what she was doing. Everything she
did had the same easy confidence. Was that a boy thing or a girl thing, or some
transposing of the two that so confounded him? Yes, she was attractive, but
that was sort of like saying that Joan of Arc was attractive.
Instead he said, “How long have you lived out here?”
“Two years. Well, I have. Crystal’s been here longer. It’s her place. I married
into it.”
“You guys are married.” It seemed safest to simply repeat this.
“In the eyes of the state, and of the female god.”
“Cool.”
“You writing a term paper or something? Sociology 300, Gender Norms and
Variances?”
“I just want to understand—”
“Hot girl on girl—”
“No, listen. I want to understand what makes people know who they are.”
She gave him a measuring look. “You mean, how do people know they’re
gay?”
“No, well, more like, how do people decide—”
“You think you’re gay?”
“Pretty sure I’m not. Never mind.” He felt stupid for saying anything, and
stupid for being here in the first place.
“Not that it’s really your business, but yes, I always knew I liked women. But
I didn’t know there was a name for it, or that I could do anything about it.”
“All right. Great.” He raised his empty beer. “Need anything?”
She said she didn’t. Matt walked back to the house and into the kitchen,
making enough noise when he entered so that he wouldn’t seem to be sneaking
up on Crystal, if she was still there. He was really hoping there was a bathroom
he could duck into without a lot of fuss.
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Crystal was mixing hamburger meat in an oversized bowl. “Hey, can I use
the bathroom?”
She didn’t turn around. “Upstairs.”
He went through the dining room and the room beyond it, furnished with
puffy leather couches and a well-worn dog bed. The front door had panes of
bright blue and red and yellow glass set in squares around a beveled panel.
The stairs beyond the entryway were narrow with an old-fashioned bannister
in dark wood. Someone had applied patterned wallpaper halfway up and then
stopped. He reached the second floor landing. Here was a bedroom, the bed
made up with a patchwork crazy quilt. He stared at it for a time. Not that it
was any of his business. Across from it, a room with a desk and bookshelves,
some-body’s office. There were rooms beyond these, down a hallway, but he
wasn’t inclined to snoop. Crystal might be keeping track of how long he spent.
He was a nervous guest.
No leaving the seat up here, he reminded himself. The bathroom was small,
made smaller by the heaps and stacks of patterned towels, pink, green, blue, towels
hung on the back of the door and draped over the shower curtain rod, and by a
great many bottles, soaps, sponges, stoppered jars of bath salts, by an open shelf
crowded with first aid supplies, Pepto Bismol, foot cream, tweezers, more things
he didn’t care to look at too closely, a particularly female sort of claustrophobia.
He finished up and got himself out of there.
Crystal was still busy with the hamburger meat, slapping it into patties. “Can
I help with anything?” Matt offered.
“Hold on a minute, you can take these outside.”
He opened the refrigerator and took his time extracting another beer, just so
he could stand in the hum and chill. The house wasn’t air conditioned, and he
was beginning to wish it was. Just to be saying something, he spoke up. “You’ve
lived here for a while?”
“Ten years. Give or take. My husband and I bought it.”
“Really,” he said, too brightly, and Crystal turned around to regard him.
“That’s right.”
“Sorry. I guess I don’t know . . .”
“We had two kids. Well, we still have them. We tried to be happy. We didn’t
know why we weren’t. Sometimes things work out different than you expect.”
“Systems are an imperfect guide to human behavior.”
“What’s that?”
“Something one of my professors said before he had a nervous breakdown.”
Crystal laughed, “Hah. Well, I guess human behavior is a sneaky son of a bitch.”

88

JEAN THOMPSON

FICTION

She piled the hamburger patties on an oversized plate, rummaged in a
drawer for something. She was a big woman, she looked like she could handle
things around a farm. He wondered about the husband, and how it felt to have a
woman leave you for another woman. “Here,” she said, handing him the plate.
“Careful, it’s heavy.”
Not that he was likely to drop it. He balanced his beer on one edge and took
measured steps back to the patio. MaryJo wasn’t there, so he set the plate down
on the grill hood and drank from his beer. He couldn’t decide if it was hotter
inside or outside. Neither Crystal nor Mary Jo had complained about the heat,
and he guessed he’d better not either. He guessed they’d get a real kick out of
it if he started acting delicate.
Mary Jo came walking back from the barn, Olga at her heels. “We bring Jett
and Romie in overnight,” she explained. That damned mermaid T-shirt. The
mermaid’s bare breasts were positioned right over Mary Jo’s. Stare don’t stare.
Her shaved head made it all seem like some kind of hallucination. He pretended
to be absorbed in admiring the sunset.
She tested the heat, then placed the hamburgers on the grill and stood over
them with a spatula and a spray bottle. The good smell of meat and smoke rose
up. “You getting hungry?”
As if all she’d had to do was mention hunger, his stomach clamored. He had
to make an effort to keep himself from tearing off a corner of the half-cooked
meat. He said, “I don’t know why, but I guess I thought you’d be vegetarians.”
“You thought we’d be all kinds of weird.” She was teasing, he was sure of it
this time.
“That’s right. Not that there’s anything wrong with—”
“Stop.”
“—with vegetarians.”
“So funny,” Mary Jo said. “Watch out, I have to flip these.” Steam and hissing
fat made him take a step back.
“Can I ask you something, maybe it’s dumb or rude but—”
“It’s not a sex question, is it?”
“No, jeez.” He tried to look as though he had never entertained such questions.
“Do you ever wish, I mean, do you ever think it would be easier, life in general
easier, if you were straight?”
“Of course it would be easier. But I wouldn’t know how to want any such
thing.”
He said, “I don’t know anybody like you.”
She turned to look at him then, wary, unfriendly, but she must have decided he
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was only being foolish, foolish and awkward and sincere, all of which he was. He
meant, he didn’t know anybody who was so completely and entirely themselves,
without uncertainty or apologies. Mary Jo said, “These are done,” and piled the
burgers on the plate.
The fan in the dining room didn’t do much to cut the house’s trapped heat.
“Sit here,” they told him, and Matt took the chair they indicated. The two women
brought in plates and bowls, pitcher, glasses, ketchup, mustard, pickles, sliced
onions, hamburger buns, the early tomatoes swimming in their own juices. The
potato salad was sprinkled with chopped parsley and paprika. A dish of green
beans with croutons, yellow squash, and bacon. “Sangria,” Crystal said, pouring
him a glass from the pitcher. “See if you like it, it’s all right if you don’t.”
It was a heady red wine, cold, with slices of lemon and orange floating in it.
“It’s good,” Matt said. “Thanks.” He told himself to take it easy, he already had
a beer buzz going.
Finally all three of them were seated, busy passing, serving, tasting. Matt filled
his plate and went to work on it. “This is . . . terrific,” he managed, in between
mouthfuls. “Really.
You could open a restaurant.” He was trying not to stuff himself like, he
guessed, a pig.
“She’s the cook,” Mary Jo said. “I burn everything.”
“You didn’t burn the burgers,” Crystal reminded her.
“Not tonight.”
“She’s better with the tractor,” Crystal said. “The spreader. The pump. All
the mechanical stuff. She’s the cutest little baby butch.”
“You’re embarrassing him,” Mary Jo warned, though she didn’t look
embarrassed herself.
He didn’t think she got embarrassed about much of anything.
“No I’m not. He’s a good sport, aren’t you, Mike?” Crystal’s pink-framed
glasses magnified her eyes, which were blue and watery, startled-looking.
Matt didn’t bother correcting her. He took a drink of the wine because it was
cold and he was thirsty. “I’m the best,” he said. “The sportiest.”
Mary Jo cut her hamburger into quarters and was eating bites with a knife
and fork. She didn’t seem to be a big eater. “He writes poetry,” she told Crystal.
“Now don’t pick on him.”
“Oh, that explains why she brought you home.”
“He wanted to see the goats.”
“Baby likes her poetry. And the occasional intellectual discussion. Me, I’m
just a simple farm wife.”
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“All right,” Mary Jo said. “Great.”
“I come with the property. Like the chickens.”
“And I never get tired of hearing about that.”
Crystal turned her attention back to her plate. They all ate in silence for a
time. He couldn’t tell if they were having a real argument or just play-fighting.
He didn’t know if it had anything to do with him. It was the weirdest thing,
being here, like he’d walked into the middle of a foreign language movie. Crystal
stood up. “Olga wants to come in. No, I’ll go.”
They heard her opening the screen door, speaking to Olga, running water
at the sink. Mary Jo said, “She gets touchy about college, because she didn’t go
and I did.”
“Yeah? Where? What was your major?”
“University of Michigan. English and American literature. Who says you
can’t support yourself with a liberal arts degree.”
“I’m told that English is actually a very versatile major.”
“Then I joined the army and went into mechanics’ school.”
“Whoa.”
“I’m even on a recruiting poster somewhere, working under the hood of a
truck. The hair wasn’t as rad then. They don’t want the army to look like a fun
place for a bunch of out women.”
He would have liked to ask her how she got from one thing to another, one
place to another, and what did she do in the army, and how did that happen,
the out part, but Crystal came back in then. He didn’t want her to be touchy
about the conversation. He said, “This is the best meal I’ve had all summer,”
Matt said. “Maybe all year. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Wait til we get to the pie. Crystal makes the best fruit pies in the world.”
“At least in the county,” Crystal said. She poured another glass of sangria and
used her napkin to dab at her face. If anything, the room seemed hotter than
when they’d sat down. The last daylight was clicking down as if on a gear, and
the windows were darkening. “That’s enough about the cotton pickin’ food.
Tell me about your poems.”
“Not a lot to tell.” It was the last thing he wanted to talk about.
“Cotton pickin’”, Mary Jo marveled.
“Shut up. I want to talk poetry.” Crystal winked owlishly. Her face was pink
with heat or effort or feeling. “So, are you a good poet?”
“Not yet.”
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“Well that’s an honest answer,” Crystal said. “What do you write about? Let
me guess. Women. Nature. Death.”
“Not really.” In fact that was a pretty good list of his subjects.
“Aren’t poets supposed to live somewhere like Paris, or New York City? And
have wild, passionate poet adventures? Do you have a girlfriend, Mikey?”
“Matt.”
“What?”
“My name’s Matt. No. Not at the moment.”
“So, no love poems. What else is there?”
“Now you’re just being ornery”, Mary Jo told her. “Poets write about all kinds
of things.”
“Goats,” Crystal suggested. “You could write goat poems.”
“First I’d have to know a lot more about them.” He had to pee again. He
didn’t think he could hold it until after dessert.
“Or, poems about farm life.”
“Ditto.”
“What does he know about, you think?”
Mary Jo said, “Come on, Crys, behave. Anyway, you’re being too literal. It’s
reporters and journalists who research things and then relay the particulars.
Poets tap into their subject’s energy field.”
Crystal reached across the table and took Mary Jo’s hand. “I’ll write a poem
about you. About tapping into your energy field.”
“You’re sweet,” Mary Jo said.
“I love you, baby.”
“I love you too.”
“Now we really are embarrassing your boy,” Crystal said. “Dyke love, I bet
he doesn’t write poems about that either, do you?”
“Love is love,” Matt said, shrugging. He really did have to take a piss.
“Because who wouldn’t love her,” Crystal went on, as if he had not spoken.
“Just look at her.”
“Shucks,” Mary Jo said.
“Would you excuse me?”
Matt got up from the table and, walking with a combination of speed and
care, climbed the stairs and made it into the bathroom and to blessed relief.
He took his time washing up and heading back downstairs. He thought Crystal
was nuts, or drunk, or both. She didn’t much like him, she didn’t want him here,
but maybe she didn’t like men in general and he shouldn’t take it personally.
He tried to sort things out through the blur and fatigue of alcohol and heat
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and too much food. Maybe Crystal was jealous of him. Maybe she thought he
was going to intrude, steal Mary Jo away, turn her straight or bi or whatever
name you hung on it. Well, he didn’t want that, or he didn’t think he did, or
maybe he just wanted to follow her around until he figured it out.
When he did go back downstairs, they’d cleared the dinner dishes off the
table and set out the cherry pie. He said, “Oh man. I don’t know if I can eat any
more.”
“It’s like, the mothership of pie,” Mary Jo said. “All the other pies in the world
come from it.”
The pie was oversized, with a braided edge crust. The crust was blackened
in places from the oven, and in other places the cherry juice had bubbled up
through the pastry. It looked like a pie that could wrestle you down and stomp
on you.
Crystal had a knife and a pie server and a stack of plates in front of her. “First
slice always comes out kind of messy.” She was all business now, as if the two
of them had sorted something out in his absence.
“Really, I just want a taste,” he said.
“Come on,” Mary Jo said. “Take it like a man.” She grinned. Back to this kind
of joke.
“Bring it on, then.”
“He is a good sport,” Crystal remarked to Mary Jo.
No he wasn’t, not really. He was tired of being goaded. His mouth was dry. He
drank more of the sangria. Bad idea. It was sneaky stuff, it was using his brain
for a trampoline. He said, “It’s reverse sexism, isn’t it, when you hate men just
for being men.”
“I don’t hate men,” Crystal said. She was digging into the pie. It had the look
of an autopsy. He didn’t see how he was going to be able to eat any of it. “Well,
I kind of hate my ex-husband. When I say he was a prick, I mean that’s pretty
much who he was, a walking, talking penis. The prick loses his wallet and screams
at the kids about it. The prick has opinions about Daylight Savings Time. And
National Public Radio. And speed limits. We all got to hear them.”
“That was one guy. Not all men.”
“There’s such a thing as male privilege and entitlement,” Crystal said, digging
at the pie with an oversized spoon now to get at its innards. “Which nobody
can deny.”
Mary Jo said, “See, there’s a political component to being gay. It’s not just
who you have sex with, it’s about challenging the power structure.” She smiled
at him, a beatific, nothing personal smile.
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“OK, great, but it’s not like I feel all that powerful.”
“That’s the point,” Crystal said, waving the spoon for emphasis. “You’re not
consciously aware of it. You don’t question it. You’re the automatic beneficiary
of privilege.”
He was arguing back now, even though he knew that was what Crystal wanted:
for him to be a pig and a prick, unleash a particularly male and ugly anger, prove
her right. “So what am I supposed to do, huh. What are men supposed to do,
just drop dead?”
“For starters. Ha ha.”
“You’re both being impossible,” Mary Jo declared. “No one is going to win
this stupid argument.”
“You have to respect other people’s right to exist,” Matt said. “That’s basic.”
“Not when their existence is a threat to my existence.”
He muttered and shook his head. It did not feel entirely secure on his neck.
It was a stupid argument, were men evil or not evil, but it was not the real
argument between them, though he wasn’t yet sure what that was.
Crystal said, “So I bet you think all the best poets are men.”
“Right,” Matt said, attempting to sound sarcastic. “The top five.”
“How about you knock it off and we eat that pie,” Mary Jo said.
“You are poetry, baby. You’re perfect.” Crystal was sniffling now, a wet,
unlovely sound.
“Don’t say that, Crys, nobody’s perfect. Hey.”
“You’re perfect and I’m just a big fat sloppy mess.”
Mary Jo shook her head, but very slightly, as if it was part of a conversation
she was having with herself.
“I wish you didn’t need anybody else but me. Say something.”
Mary Jo stayed silent. Crystal stood up, her face red and streaming, knocking
her chair backwards and heading for the stairs.
Mary Jo rose to follow her, calling her name, and Matt heard their feet on the
floor above him, and their voices, and something heavy falling or slamming.
He sat for a moment more, waiting for the next thing to happen, and when
nothing did, he got up and walked as quietly as he could into the living room.
He stopped to listen but there was only silence. He took another step towards
the staircase and stopped. Olga lay across the floor of the entryway. She didn’t
growl. She only raised her head to look at him.
He backtracked through the dining room and the excavated pie, through the
kitchen and out the back door, which he closed behind him.
A yard light on a pole turned the gravel drive blue-white. He stopped to drink
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again from the hose, splashing his face and neck to clear his head. He reached his
car and paused to look around him. The house was quiet. The barns were quiet
also, but he sensed the animals in their sleep, their shiftings and settlings. In
the shadows beyond the yard light, he imagined other night creatures prowling,
sniffing, feeding. He started his car, backed all the way out to the road, trying
to adjust his vision to the unfamiliar darkness.
Love was love, but you had to figure there would always be people who lucked
out, got everything they needed, while others got less.
He drove slowly, not wanting to hit a deer or anything else. The new corn
wasn’t all that tall, but it still seemed to close over the road surface. His headlights
picked out crossroads, power poles, darkened driveways.
After some minutes he began to wonder if he’d missed a turn and overshot
the road back to town. He was pretty sure it had been a bigger and wider highway
but there hadn’t been anything like that. At the next driveway he turned around
and backtracked.
It was no good. He kept slowing down, making turns that became false starts,
recognizing nothing. He checked the skyline to see if the lights of town might
guide him, but either he was too far away or the overcast sky blotted them out.
He was starting to worry about running out of gas. He found a rutted dirt
turnoff that went a few yards into a field, a place for farmers to bring in their
equipment, he figured. He got his phone out and tried its GPS, but the phone’s
screen only pulsed and showed a map of the last place he’d looked up. The
compass spun in lazy half-circles. The icon at the top of the screen read: no
bars.
So he was screwed. He turned the engine off, cracked a window for air, and
settled in to wait for daylight. Then he figured he could start putting together
some answers: where he was, and what did he really know about anything.
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Moving so slowly I barely am somnambulant
I dissect my chest to find my heart
As if a difference mattered too much
That better grinded into the truth of wealth
As if your existence mattered
From moment to moment
The dishevelment coursing against the movement
As if distance pattered against the choices
You tried
To batter yourself with
The pulse now exploding inside
As if you were trying to die before your heroes

96

JOSEF KREBS

POETRY

ZINING MOK

Cosmopolis

I

CALLED HER AUNTIE. SHE BEGAN working in our home when she was eigh-

teen and I was two. For eight years, we slept in Grandma’s room. I slept
where Grandpa once did, on the side of Grandma’s bed where moonlight
seeps through to print a grid of blue squares. I liked to play with hand shadows,
though more often I simply stared – waited for a fairy to fly by, laid my hand in
a square to watch how it dyed my skin blue, traced the light sloping from the
windows. Below that, Auntie slept on a thin mattress we bought at the wet
market. Sometimes I fell onto her in my sleep.
Auntie liked to listen to the radio. Talk shows, music, English lessons that
she boasted were too easy for her. If the moonlight was good, I might find her
penning letters in blue. These she used to wrap up some cash, then stuck in an
envelope to Jakarta. No, not Jakarta, she corrected me once, Java. Probably
Yogyakarta, but I can’t be sure. That’s where she grew up before coming to
Singapore to be my Auntie.
The year Auntie arrived in Singapore, Asia fell into a financial crisis. From
August 1997 to January 1998, the Indonesian rupiah depreciated fourfold. Race
riots broke out in Indonesia as the government blamed Chinese-Indonesian
tycoons for moving their funds to offshore financial centers like Singapore.
Coinciding with the crisis was the El Niño, which in Indonesia incited some
of the largest forest fires of the century and led to over 100,000 deaths. Each
dry season, big corporations use small-scale slash-and-burn farmers as cover
to burn and claim land for rubber, palm oil and pulpwood plantations. The
resulting haze spread to other Southeast Asian nations and extended well into
1998.
In Singapore, foreign domestic worker (FDW) agencies began promoting the “$88
maid,” even the “$0 maid.” Instead of claiming recruitment fees from Singaporean
households, the agencies profited by taking a share of the FDW’s salaries. A typical
salary deduction worked out to three months of pay. Agencies that insisted on
charging employers full recruitment costs went broke and shut down.
Against this backdrop of financial worry and strained international relations,
Auntie worked as a domestic worker at our house, a three-story terrace in landstarved Singapore.
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...
“I AM A KOSMOPOLITÊS,” SAID Diogenes the Cynic whenever someone asked

where he was from. Kosmo, meaning the world; politês, meaning citizen.
Diogenes rejected local customs in favor of the kosmos. In practice, this entailed
renouncing wealth, and leaving his hometown to sleep in a tub outdoors.
The cosmopolitan vision guided Alexander the Great in governing his empire,
which spanned from Macedonia to northwest India. Following a period of
unrest, Alexander famously prayed for homonoia, the union of body and mind,
to hold his diverse empire together. He himself sought to embody this fusion
by marrying three noble Persian women and integrating Persian custom in his
court.
To promote the new order, Alexander even arranged a mass wedding for
ten thousand of his troops to take Persian wives. Alexander died, a year later,
at thirty-two. Most of the ten thousand promptly divorced their wives.

...
I REMEMBER OUR HOUSE AS always open and never still, visitors coming in
and out, in and out. The sun we kept out with a red tile roof; the public eye, with
bougainvillea tresses by the gate. Getting into our house involved crossing
three borders: an iron gate, a flight of stairs, and a verandah lined with orchids,
dancing ladies, a cascading money plant. This last border was watched by the
family spirits, whose statues and tablets stared you down from our home altar
in the living room.
Beyond the living room sat the dining table, where Auntie ate alone each night.
To the left was the kitchen, where I spent most afternoons of my childhood
watching Auntie spoon chopped garlic into hot oil, tearing from her homemade
sambal, and doing taste tests of the dishes with pork. Auntie prepared pork so
expertly that, until she told me, I never realized halal also applied to handling.
Each Friday before our family reunion, Auntie was trusted with making potato
rice, a recipe handed down from my paternal grandfather’s family in southern
China. Potato rice is labor-intensive: each ingredient—pork, mushroom, potato,
dried shrimp, dried radish, fried shallots—must be prepared separately before
you fold them into rice. Between 6 and 7 p.m., this would feed Grandma, my
eight aunts and uncles, ten cousins, two brothers and me. Leftovers became
the next day’s breakfast, lunch and dinner.
I can still see Auntie with her back turned to me, on tiptoe atop a footstool,
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mixing rice as if she were holding not a spatula, but an oar. As if by putting
potato rice in our bowls she was rowing us across the ocean to the village where
Grandfather grew up, where there sat yet another Mok family eating from the
same rice bowl.
Auntie was a superwoman. She swept and mopped all three floors every
day, even as she fasted during Ramadan. She cleaned grime off wall trimmings
with a toothpick. She pushed a rag across the kitchen floor while we ate. The
cleaning detergent left her hands and feet peeling and white.
Auntie took care of everyone who set foot in our house, where Grandma
lived and my extended family gathered. She spoke Teochew Chinese fluently
because Grandma had refused to learn Mandarin all her life; this is a feat that
less than half of my cousins have achieved. In addition to Bahasa Indonesia and
Javanese, Auntie also had an impressive command of Bahasa Melayu, English
and Mandarin. Once, I even saw her reading Arabic script. With Mandarin,
Auntie haggled with the grocers at the wet market, convincing them to throw
in a bunch of coriander or green onions even after giving us a discount. Her
flair for managing the money Grandma and Mother entrusted to her meant
that we were always blessed with elaborate meals.
Auntie grew other spices and plants in our backyard: a plump aloe vera, an
orange plant that never flowered, a pandan plant for our dessert, a chili plant
my brother once burned because he hated spice. Auntie also kept tabs on the
mango tree outside our back gate, wrapping each fruit in black plastic bags and
newspaper to prevent bugs and guarding them from the migrant construction
workers nearby.
Tucked away from the back gate was a storage room where Auntie kept her
belongings and my brothers, their bikes. The room should have been Auntie’s
private room, had Mother not caught a previous domestic worker prostituting
herself there. Because of this woman she’d never met, Auntie lost her private
room privileges and slept in Grandma’s charge.
As a child I loved Auntie, in a piecemeal way broken up by moments of spite and
carelessness. I left my toys disorganized, let mold grow in my lunchboxes before
taking them out of my bag, threw tantrums when I couldn’t find a notebook.
Once, when Auntie wouldn’t let me have my way, I told Mother she was a bully
and felt pleased with myself until Mother scolded her. Auntie ignored me for
days, fulfilling my every wish in silence, until I apologized and promised never
to tattle or worse, lie.
Auntie loved me too. Some nights, she told horror stories of bacteria and
fungus that spiraled out of control until I jumped out of bed and into the shower.
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When I refused to pull a thorn out of my toe, she stayed up into the night,
dressing my wound only after I’d fallen asleep. She soothed me whenever my
brothers made me cry, whenever I got a spanking, whenever my parents fought
in their room. Once Father stormed out, Auntie would send me in to comfort
Mother, who would be sobbing as she sat, head hung, on the edge of the bed.
Most of all, Auntie was there. Waking me up every morning, waiting by my
school gate in the afternoons, sitting in the waiting area of my piano school on
Sundays. I remember many days without my parents at home, but few without
Auntie—she had one day off every few months, and returned home once every
two years.
All this, for little over SGD$300 each month, when the average Singaporean
household was bringing in $6,179. When on two occasions Auntie decided not
to renew her two-year contract, twice Mother tried to change her mind by giving
her a raise. To us, she was a bargain—a housework, elder- and child-care three-inone. A few hundred dollars each month, however, provided her with considerable
buying power.
Both times, Auntie spent months agonizing over the contract renewal, writing
letters to her family, confiding in me her fears of becoming an old maid. The
boy who’d promised to wait for her got married within two years, she told me
once.
I cheered when Auntie resolved to stay, although I saw, hovering over her
smile, a sadness that I could not describe. Instead, I shoved my guilt aside and
focused on the fact that I would keep Auntie for at least another two years,
perhaps two more, and two more, and two more.

...
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Courtesy of the author.

“IT MAKES ME SAD WHEN you call me Auntie,” she said once. “I’m not that

old.” It was a Friday night, and my cousins turned around to listen.
“Why? Auntie doesn’t mean you’re old,” I said.
She looked at me, her eyes sad and reproachful.
“What should I call you then?”
“Call her kakak!” my cousins chimed.
“What’s kakak?”
“Kakak,” said one of my cousins to auntie, “Kakak means older sister, right?”
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“Yes, it’s older sister in Malay.”
“Call her kakak!”
“Fine. I’ll call you kakak, ok?”
Auntie didn’t look happy. But she said yes because anything was better
than “Auntie.” Maybe she’d wanted me to learn something in Javanese. Maybe
mbakyu. Or maybe something more endearing, something I wouldn’t be able
to find on Google Translate years later.
For a few days after our conversation, I made a conscious effort to call her
“kakak.” But it never took flight, because I felt awkward addressing her in a
different way. It was so simple. I could have done it for her.

...
WHEN I WAS SIX OR seven, my father left Singapore to pursue a work
opportunity in China. The term “astronaut family” describes families like
ours, who are scattered across the globe for economic reasons. This familial
structure became especially common among Chinese families in the 1980s
and 90s. Parents would remain in their homelands—like Hong Kong, Taiwan
or China—where they harnessed the network and language skills needed for
a strong career. Children were sent abroad to countries like the US, Canada
and Australia. By the time they matured, these children would have acquired
the cultural capital, such as fluency in English and an Ivy League network,
needed to position themselves as top competitors on the global market. As an
economic institution, the astronaut family opened up international markets
and generated substantial wealth, but often took an emotional toll.
In 1989, Singapore relaxed its immigration policies and began marketing itself
aggressively as a global city to attract foreigners. Our nation’s most significant
natural resource, its population, was reproducing at increasingly low rates.
Demand for foreign workers and foreign talent grew, as our workforce became
dissatisfied with unskilled work, and our more highly educated aspired to a
career abroad. While less attractive than its Western counterparts in terms of
cultural capital, Singapore too became a popular destination for immigrants.
Today, non-residents and permanent residents comprise 40 percent of our
population.
Mother began talking about relocating to Beijing when I was in the first grade.
She fretted over the alcohol and stress Father was ingesting from his job, and the
women he met at business functions. The move remained Mother’s fantasy for
years because of her children and prescribed responsibility, as the eldest daughter-
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in-law, to care for Grandma. To compensate, she flew to China regularly.
Despite the slim possibilities, Mother’s constant talks of moving horrified
me. Singaporean Chinese and Chinese Chinese are different. They’re loud and
uncivilized, they’re job and husband stealers—they’re Cheena. I hated our frequent
family trips to China—I wanted to go to America and England and especially
beautiful France, not from hotel to hotel with Father as he went on business trips,
from restaurant to restaurant as he networked with his clients. I didn’t want to peck
Father on the cheek, sightsee with the wife of some big shot client, navigate the
waves of humans climbing steep, legendary mountains, or get constant reminders
about how lucky I was to have travelled so much at my age.
Indeed the places I’d been to were impressive in number: by eighteen, I had
seen more than twenty provinces in China, much more than most Chinese
nationals ever will. But those years blended into one in my memory. I was too
young and spoilt to appreciate the sights, and each trip would be clouded by
my parents fighting or scolding me for my immaturity.
From my child’s perspective, Father eventually became the parent I didn’t
need. By my side were two protective older brothers, and three exceptionally
powerful women—Grandma, Mother and Auntie.

...
ONE NIGHT IN GRANDMA’S ROOM, I heard, amidst ocean waves, a birdcall.
Then the voice of a man, deep and weighted, like a cello’s. He spoke in either
Bahasa Melayu or Bahasa Indonesia—even though the Malays account for 15%
of Singapore’s population, I have never been able to tell the difference between
Bahasa Indonesia and our national language.
“Are you listening to a story?” I asked Auntie.
“Yeah,” she replied.
“Tell me!”
Auntie sighed. “Once, there was a prophet named Nuh,” she began, “sent to
warn the people against worshipping gods other than Allah. When the people
refused to listen, Allah decided to flood the land and instructed Nuh to build
a ship big enough to hold his family and two of each animal—”
“Wait—this story’s from the Bible!”
“And the Qur’an—”
“But it’s from the Bible!” I was seven or eight and had just accepted Christ as
my Savior. I gobbled up every story in the picture Bible Mother bought, never
tiring of its colors, its smiling people, its magic.
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“It’s in both the Qur’an and the Bible.”
“That’s impossible!”
“Muslims and Christians worship the same God, you know,” said Auntie,
impatient. “The only difference is that we believe in Muhammad as the Holy
Prophet, and Jesus as a common prophet, not the Son of God.”
That Muslims and Christians believe in the same God but diverge on Jesus’
identity troubled me. Were I born in Jesus’ time, would I have been able to tell
who He was? Why doesn’t God just resolve the issue once and for all? Tell us
we’re all His children and force us to get along, like my parents do? Why couldn’t
He reveal himself as the true God to the entire world?
As a child, I imagined God’s revelation as a hologram projection from the
clouds. His hair filaments would spill gold light, turning every corner of the earth
the color of Jerusalem, beckoning each being to gather beneath the open sky.
Seeing all His creation, God would, in all languages at once, announce Himself
as the one and only true God. His words would make all of earth quiver in the
Father’s mercy, in Christ’s love, in the knowledge of our inheritance in heaven.

...
A KOSMOPOLITÊS DWELLS IN THE “truly great and truly common” city of
the cosmos, proposed Seneca the Stoic. Instead of a government, what orders
this city is logos, the divine Reason that breathes life into humankind and the
universe alike. Cosmopolitans, who “measure the boundaries of [their] nation
by the sun,” are thus morally obligated to their fellow humans.
The Stoics were greatly influential in early Christianity. In The City of God, St
Augustine appropriated Seneca’s vision of two cities and divided the universe
into the state-led City of the World and the Church-led City of God. In his
address on the Eucharist, St. Augustine explained the logos of the City of
God: “In the visible object of bread, many grains are gathered into one just as
the faithful […] form a ‘single heart and mind in God.’ And thus it is with the
wine.” Christ’s body, as represented by bread, came to define the borders of
the true cosmopolis. What governed this city was not universal Reason, but
the circulation of Jesus’ blood.
Western Christendom used blood to delineate borders: blood kin, blue blood,
blood purge, blood and soil nationalism. Blood in the secular, modern world
assumes the form of capital, financial or otherwise, circulating to sustain those
in a capitalist body.
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...
AT THE END OF EIGHT years, Auntie finally put her foot down. No raise was

going to keep her, and it came time for us to find someone new.
A simple Google search of Singapore’s five hundred FDW agencies reveals
much: Superservants, Maids ‘R’ Us, Labour Express, Budget Maid, 24x7 Maids.
The landing page of one agency features a trio of portraits: a Chinese family with
brilliant white teeth, a young mother holding her infant with a smile, a young
couple playing with their children on the beach. In other words, an invisible
FDW brings happiness to your family at a small cost.
To the right of the portraits is a search engine “Find a Maid.” Under “Latest
Maid Profiles,” a chain of headshots slides by, as if on a conveyor belt. Each
photograph is subtitled “##### [Name], Status: Fresh, Salary: 550, Nationality:
Filipino,” and features a smiling FDW wearing a blouse the color of pink cough
syrup.
From a short stack of photocopied pages, I helped Mother pick her out.
I remember her preferred areas of work: babies first, toddlers and children
second, the elderly sixth and last. That she rated the elderly last was a concern,
but Mother liked her. Someone who would put babies first must be loving and
gentle.
And thus it was decided. I remember only three other items on her Bio-Data
form: Indonesian, Muslim and single. Mother wanted an Indonesian because
they’re supposed to be more obedient than Filipinos, who are more highly
educated, too bold and too street-smart.
A month before Auntie left us, Mother and I went to pick “the new one” up.
The agency’s office was long and narrow; sitting only two meters opposite the
administrators was a row of FDWs, wearing the same shirts and staring into
the same space. At one end of the row, one FDW stood ironing an already-crisp
shirt. Every few minutes, those sitting scooted collectively to the left to take over
her ironing tasks. When Mother and I entered, a few of them began fidgeting.
The administrator welcomed us with a smile, punched her keyboard, and had
mother sign the papers. Then she called a name. Someone stood up. We took
her home.
Her name was Nurlaili, and she was twenty-three, the youngest legal age.
We called her Nur because we couldn’t pronounce her name, then Nur evolved
to Noo, and Noo morphed into Lulu in grandma’s mouth. Auntie Nur’s arrival
forced me to accept that Auntie, now Auntie Kani, was strictly an employee,
and had never been family.
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She shadowed Auntie Kani for a month. I got jealous whenever they prepared
dinner in the kitchen, for that was my favorite time to spend with Auntie Kani.
To ask what she was making, to see how she did it and have the first taste – these
were my privileges, privileges that were expiring in a month. Sometimes, after
sharing an inside joke, they turned to look at me and said something in a language
I didn’t understand. For the first time, I felt like an outsider.
It was also the first time I realized that Auntie Kani could be judgmental. I
once overheard she and mother discussing how Auntie Nur was slow to learn.
Years later, we found out that Auntie Nur never had to do much housework
growing up, as she was the most beloved in her family. I guess I just assumed.
That Indonesia was backward, unlike Singapore, and in Indonesia all women
did the chores.
In 2016, there were 237,100 FDWs in Singapore—this works out to one
“maid” for every five households. The majority is Filipina or Indonesian, while
others come from Myanmar, Sri Lanka, India and other countries. Singapore’s
Ministry of Manpower (MOM) requires an FDW to be female, aged 23-50 at
the time of application (an increase from 18 in 2005), come from a list of 13
approved countries, and have a recognized certificate demonstrating at least
eight years of formal education.
Only ten years after the Foreign Domestic Servant Scheme was put into effect,
the workforce participation rate of female Singaporeans increased from 30 to
45 percent. That of married Singaporean women quadrupled between 1970 and
2015. The Scheme continues to ease home and family-related responsibilities
from Singaporean women, freeing them up to pursue careers and contribute
to the country’s economy. As a woman and a young Singaporean, I owe my
privilege not only to the Singaporean people and government, but also to these
invisible women we still refer to as “maids.”
In Ursula Le Guin’s short story “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,”
the narrator describes the city of Omelas as one of luxury and perpetual bliss.
Yet, as the children of Omelas mature, they find that the city’s happiness is
founded on the misery of one child, kept in filth and darkness. While initially
disgusted, most citizens eventually come to accept the single injustice that
justifies the happiness of everyone else. Only a few citizens choose to walk
away from Omelas.
I am not sure I can walk away.
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...
MANY OF MY CHILDHOOD MEMORIES of Mother are of her in a distraught state,

on a hot and humid day—Mother sorting out the finances, Mother shouting she
was “fed up,” Mother doublechecking account numbers until almost in tears,
Mother crying on the other side of the phone in China when I whined, saying
I missed her. There were happy memories too, of course, but Mother herself
was rarely happy, and always juggling myriad things in her mind.
I have one memory, however, of Mother calm. It was a cool night. She had
asked me out on a stroll, and as we walked along the parks and playgrounds
by our house, she recounted the recent hospitalizations that Father had been
through. Being fifty-two, he was vulnerable in health. Among other conditions,
he had an enlarged heart, high blood pressure, high cholesterol and back pain.
“You must go – to take care of your husband,” advised our family doctor, who
knew Father never declined drinks at lavish dinner functions, and couldn’t bear
to see food go to waste, even though he knew that plates at Chinese business
dinners were designed to never go empty. Mother’s bible study friends, too,
urged her to leave. “A wife and husband are one body,” they said.
“I’m moving to Beijing,” Mother announced after unloading all this, “whether
or not you are going with me. If you decide not to, your Grandma and brothers
will take care of you. That said, I wish you would consider it. Your brothers are
in national service, but you’re only twelve.”
Whenever Mother brought this issue up in the past, I would be completely
unreceptive. Often, I cried and accused her of being selfish. At my bullying,
Mother would, torn by guilt, drop the matter. That night, however, I knew she
was prepared to leave me back in Singapore. “I’ll go,” I said. The quick decision,
and the peace that came with it, surprised both Mother and me. Somehow, I was
sure that it would lead to good. When she asked why I agreed, I told her that God
had spoken to me. Although I no longer believe, this is still the most accurate
explanation I have. The decision felt as instinctual as a revelation, as divine.
Mother and I relocated to Beijing in the summer of 2008, the year of the
Olympics, the year the city sky started to see bouts of clarity and blue. That
year, Father finally stopped moving from hotel to hotel; I finally got the private
bedroom and international school I didn’t want. The first few months, I struggled
with my new Macbook privately, and tried not to ask for help because my
Singaporean accent was unintelligible to my classmates and teachers. I slipped
into insomnia, melancholy and illness as I adapted to my new environment of
bare trees, howling wind, and black ice. Mother busied herself with seeking
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foods for homesickness and remedies for sleeplessness. Although she worried
about me, she herself had never been so content. For the first time in her life,
she had a home to call her own.
Back in Singapore, living with Grandma had meant that our house served
as the hub for our extended family. Mother had minimal authority over both
the space and her children: until I entered university, she was left out of all the
photographs in the living room, except one: the portrait of my entire extended
family. When our relatives visited, I had the excuse to binge on soap operas
and the snacks they brought. For hours on Saturdays, they played mahjong
in the basement, where our study tables were. Sometimes, they had remarks:
she speaks Teochew with a Hokkien accent, she can’t cook well, she is stingy.
Grandma shushed them, but Mother remained a perpetual host and outsider.
In Beijing, however, Mother called the shots. Having retired, she focused on
decorating our apartment, on reading the Bible, on Father, on me and, later, on
her newfound hobbies. The Mother who pervades my memories in this period
of time likes to laugh, likes to tell me she’d never been this happy. Though this
she said with regret: “Your brothers grew up with a different mother.”
Despite feeling homesick, I experienced a culture shock each time I returned
to Singapore. The weather was too hot, the air too humid, the trees too lush, my
accent too light, my person too Cheena. I became nostalgic for a well-defined
home, for belonging itself.
I realized, only on my third return, that I would never reclaim my home, or
at least my old concept of home, which had become as empty and dilapidated
as our old house. In the later years, fruit bats took a liking to our verandah and
left droppings each morning; hornets set up nest in our roof; brown streaks
ran across the once white exterior. The soil, too, seemed depleted—our mango
tree became barren and undesired.
Most conspicuous, however, was the altar. We had cleared it out a short
while before moving to Beijing, when Grandma discovered that Father, too, had
accepted Christ. “I want to be the same as you,” she said to him, and declared
herself a Christian, when none of her other children had moved her. For this,
Grandma lost her sworn sisters and her husband’s tablet, which ended up in a
temple only after my eldest brother fought to keep it out of the trash.
Around the same time, Grandma broke her hip falling backwards from the steps.
When I first returned home, she had just gotten discharged from the hospital for
the third time, and was living in her youngest son’s apartment with Auntie Nur.
We tried to leave all this behind as soon as we could. Shortly after relocating to
Beijing, Mother put our house in Singapore up for sale although real estate sales

108

ZINING MOK

NONFICTION

were at an all-time low. Eventually, my brothers, Grandma and Auntie Nur moved
to a three-bedroom Housing and Development Board (HDB) flat. Guarding our
new apartment was a wooden plague that read, “Christ is the heart of this home.”
Over 80 percentof the Singaporean population lives in these public housing
estates. Thanks to government subsidies, 90 percent of these residents are homeowners. Unlike an urban ghetto, each HDB town is equipped with a town center. By
our flat there are playgrounds, outdoor badminton courts, a community garden.
Running and biking lanes in the area lead to Singapore’s Round Island Route, a
park connector that links the country’s parks, reservoirs, and historical landmarks.
A few minutes away sits a train station, several sheltered bus stops, a mall,
a school, several clinics, and four kopitiams—traditional coffee shops where
one can buy, among other things, Hainanese Chicken Rice, halal Mee Siam,
vegetarian Indian Rojak, Peranakan dessert, Korean hot plates.
Singapore’s most impressive infrastructure, however, also happens to be
the most intrusive. The HDB profiles potential residents extensively, based on
such markers as income, race and citizenship status. Most controversial is the
heavily reinforced racial quota, which ensures that no ethnic group – Chinese,
Malay, Indian or others – is overrepresented in one place.
These conditions were designed to encourage persons of different races
and religions to share and negotiate a common space. In daily life, this means
that children of different backgrounds grow up in the same school, and that
the void deck below a building may accommodate a Muslim marriage one day
and a Taoist funeral the next.
The Singaporean government believes that a society left to an invisible hand
will not create the same level of ethnic integration and harmony we have today.
“I am often accused of interfering in the private lives of citizens,” said our first
Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew in 1986, “… had I not done that, we wouldn’t be
here today. And I say without the slightest remorse, that we wouldn’t be here,
we would not have made economic progress, if we had not intervened on very
personal matters - who your neighbor is, how you live, the noise you make, how
you spit, or what language you use. We decide what is right.”
We, the elites of Singapore.

...
MY INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL IN BEIJING prided a global citizenship curriculum.
We read literature from around the world, led community service projects, and
debated the nature of knowledge. I received what contemporary philosopher
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Martha Nussbaum might have called a “Stoic education.” An education that
resisted such passions as racism and sexism by cultivating empathy, advocated
one’s moral obligation toward fellow human beings, and set our sights on the
humanist cosmopolitan cause. It also demanded a cosmopolitan tuition. I
began to take issue with Singapore’s education system. It leaned too heavily
toward math and the sciences, it was elitist, it didn’t teach you how to relate
to other humans, or to embrace diversity.
For university, I thought I’d like to leave small-mindedness for a sprawling
land. The land of the free, the land of true democracy. Four years ago, I looked
out from my new dorm window and thought, Lake Michigan’s a sea. The way
it grazes and rushes out to the horizon to meet the sky. This is the water I will
drink from now, this water body that takes up eighty times more landmass than
Singapore does. There’ll be plenty for all.
On January 27, 2017, Donald Trump signed the Executive Order, “Protecting
the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States,” more commonly
known as the “Muslim Ban.” Protests broke out across the nation. A few days
later, I, too, participated in a protest in Evanston, Illinois. Against the anger
emanating from our signs and chants, a comradery pervaded the space as the
crowd grappled collectively with the travel ban’s significance.
Standing among my fellow demonstrators, I slipped between heated
resentment and cold distance. I knew that my participation was nothing but
moderate—it is easy to make a statement in a sanctuary city. As a Singaporean,
I could afford, both financially and emotionally, to leave if I so wished. At the
same time, I feared that fundamentalism and xenophobia were the natural
course for multicultural societies. I think about the Singaporeans First Party,
formed in 2014 to “take back our country from the government that has given
the country away to foreigners.” Are multicultural societies bound to unravel?
What can hold us together?
Holding this crowd together was the narrative of America as the country
of freedom, inclusivity, and democratic life. While I valued these ideals, I
also understood that Singapore’s idea of democracy differed from my
counterparts’: we have a dominant-party system that grants its citizens neither
the unconditional freedom of speech nor the right to demonstrate without a
valid license. Moderation, our government likes to urge, whether concerning
political or religious matters.
For decades, Singapore has declared that it is not in a position to accept
refugees or individuals seeking political asylum. “You’ve got to grow calluses on
your heart or you just bleed to death,” said Lee in 1978. Our position reflects our
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struggle with geography: at a size comparable to the city of Chicago, Singapore
is twice as dense.
Yet, the 2013 Population White Paper reveals the government’s plans to
increase the population size from 5.5 million to at least 6.5 million by 2030.
Singapore claims that our reluctance to take on refugees is due to our “bitter
experience” with providing transit camps for Indochinese refugees from the
mid-1970s to 1996. The nations that had promised to resettle these immigrants
—the U.S., the U.K., Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, and the Netherlands
—reclassified these political refugees as economic refugees ineligible for
resettlement. At this, many went on hunger strikes and landed in the hospital
with malnutrition. Others committed suicide.
A more honest explanation is that refugees are simply not the kind of
immigrants Singapore wants to attract. “Singapore must continue to develop
and upgrade to remain a key node in the network of global cities, a vibrant place
where jobs and opportunities are created,” wrote our National Population and
Talent Division. Singapore’s definition of global is economic, not humanist. It
embraces foreign talent, but outsources “unskilled” labor.
Indeed, Lee has never pretended to believe in the brand of equality that
Western democracies wear: “The weakness of democracy is that the assumption
that all men are equal and capable of equal contribution to the common good
is flawed.” For him, equality is an aspiration. Not reality, not even ideology.
I am thinking about all these as I stand, like a hypocrite, amidst the chants
“No hate, no fear, refugees are welcome here!” My silence was a flaw in the
group’s beautiful solidarity. I was about to leave when the organizers invited
us to witness the Maghrib prayer.
A Muslim performs a prayer ritual, the salat or namaz, five times a day. The first
prayer, Fajr, begins at dawn; Dhuhr or Zhuhr at noon; Asr in the midafternoon;
Maghrib at dusk, and Isha’a after the last traces of red light have faded from
the sky. Before performing a salat, men and women must fulfill their various
dress codes and perform ablutions of their hearts and bodies.
When the sun began to set, Muslim demonstrators spread their prayer rugs on
the grass toward the Qiblah, the direction of the sacred shrine Ka’bah in Mecca.
In Evanston, the Qiblah approximates a northeast facing, so that a prayer cuts
across Lake Michigan, the North Atlantic Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, the
Red Sea, and finally to Ka’bah.
The air fluttered, partly from the wind, but also from excitement. The protest
had shifted from disillusionment to a pronouncement of faith. Faith in a divine
justice, and faith in the liberal American ideal of democracy.
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I have only caught glimpses, from the times I barged in, of Auntie Nur in a
white prayer dress, kneeling on a rug. She always did it in the dark. When she saw
me, she would hasten to the door to ask, “Yes, Zining?” It made me embarrassed,
the way she was ready to take orders from a girl nine years younger than she
was. Eventually I learned to stay away. Learned to feel like an outsider for a few
minutes each day.
“Wow, Nur. Your prayer clothes are getting more and more elaborate,” my
brother said one day, when he noticed that she had stopped wearing her white
dress. Auntie Nur replied that these were her go-out clothes—Mother had
disallowed her from wearing her prayer dress at home.
My brother fumed. He told Auntie to do whatever she wanted to, then
proceeded to give Mother a piece of his mind. I was shocked and disappointed
when I heard. My education taught me that Mother’s act was narrow-minded,
intolerant, economically coercive, and possibly Islamophobic. But this portrait
is inconsistent with my image of Mother, who has always been kind to Auntie.
Mother bought Auntie dates when she fasted during the Ramadan, scolded my
brothers and me when we were rude to her, and often bought two of the same
dresses for Auntie and me.
All of a sudden, inclusivity seemed an inadequate answer. How do you show
love for people with different beliefs? If you believe in Christ, do you try to
convert them because you believe yours to be the ultimate truth, or do you
accept their differences and live with the guilt that, by not spreading the gospel,
you are excluding them from the City of God? If you believe in inclusivity, do
you invite the intolerant into your City of Inclusivity?
“Your problem is that you want to solve the world’s age-old issue,” said my
partner. “I think we romanticize the present.” His words hit hard. What made
me think that my generation would be the one to solve what no civilization has
yet accomplished? My idea of inclusivity as an elixir was empty and ungrounded,
like a helium balloon. It burst at a single prick, fell from its lofty place in the
clouds to the cement ground of the busy, busy city, and finally lay trodden by
the heels of real humans and real dogs, real cats and real rats living real lives.

...
MY FRIENDS AND I WERE on spring break in Puerto Rico when we found out. On

March 23, 2015, at ninety-one-years-old, Mr. Lee passed away from pneumonia.
Our family and friends, in deep slumber in Singapore, were out of reach. To
make sure it wasn’t fake news, we checked the BBC against the Atlantic and the New
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York Times against the Wall Street Journal. The news shocked. For my entire life,
Lee had been a living legend, so much so that I’d mistaken him for an immortal.
Until the point of Lee’s death, I never realized that parts of my self were
products of being born into a specific point in his legend—my bilingualism, my
affluence, my ambition to compete in the global labor market and, as a woman,
my peace of mind walking on the streets alone after midnight. It seemed many
other Singaporeans were taking on a similar reflective process, distilling their
thoughts into social media posts and tear-jerking video tributes.
In the days following his death, thousands of Singaporeans waited hours in
line to offer their condolences. In those days the skies were gloomy, the days wet.
The unprecedented sense of national solidarity roused in me a defensiveness
against numerous Western media sources that insisted on labeling Lee as an
authoritarian, a dictator, a “tyrant and psychological monster.”
Four days after Lee’s death, Singaporean YouTube personality Amos Yee
published the video, “Lee Kuan Yew is finally Dead,” challenging Lee Hsien
Loong, current Prime Minister and son of Lee Kuan Yew, to a lawsuit. In addition
to criticizing Lee’s legacy and publishing a cartoon of Lee having sex with
Margaret Thatcher, the seventeen-year-old also compared him to Christ: “They
are both power-hungry and malicious, but deceive others into thinking that
they are compassionate and kind.” The video provoked, along with a barrage
of insults and threats, thirty-two police reports.
Nations watched. Everyone wanted justice done, no matter what each
meant by the term, and everyone wanted to see what statement the Singapore
government would make. To the West, Yee presented an opportunity for
Singapore to declare independence from Lee’s paternalism. At the 2015 St.
Gallen Symposium, the journalist Stephen Sackur had repeatedly hammered
Singapore for its authoritarian policies. In response to Sackur, Singapore’s
Deputy Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam countered, “Lee Kuan
Yew would never have expected that Singapore would remain what it is today
forever…But let’s not think that we are all moving teleologically towards that
destination that you now see in the United States or U.K. We all have to evolve.
And we all need some humility as to how we progress democracy.”
Yee was arrested two days after the video upload, and eventually sentenced
to four weeks of imprisonment for obscenity and wounding religious feelings.
The government had avoided a slippery slope by withdrawing their charge
against Yee for the harassment of the late Lee. In 2016, Yee was convicted for
another six weeks for calling the prophet Muhammad a “pedophile prophet”
and the Christian faith a “retardation of humanity.”
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...
“I AM A WORLD CITIZEN,” I do not dare to say, although this is what I want to

believe. Even I think it sounds pretentious, a label made to soften the glaring
glamor of the elite.
In a more dire state is the word “cosmopolitan,” which today is the cocktail
that Carrie Bradshaw in Sex and the City likes to order. Or else it graces the cover
of glossy magazines, the letters O to L obscured by the heads of Demi Lovato,
Selena Gomez, Jessica Alba or the occasional “quirky” Zooey Deschanel.
Cosmopolitans today are socialites and globetrotters, who know only the CBDs
of the world.
Due to his lack of respect for local law and alleged lewd behaviors – such as
defecating in the theatre and masturbating in public—our first cosmopolitan
Diogenes earned the nickname dog, or “kyôn,” from which developed the term
“cynicism.”
As a writer, I value individual expression. But to tell the truth, Amos Yee is
not someone I would like to call a fellow citizen. Much less Trump.
On 16 December, 2016, Yee flew to O’Hare to seek political asylum. After
spending 293 days in detention, Yee was granted asylum on September 26, 2017.
Today, he continues to create political videos—most recently advocating the
equal treatment of pedophiles and the legalization of pedophiliac sex and child
pornography—with the support of patrons on crowd-funding sites.
Sometimes I fear I have been brainwashed. How can I write and question
unconditional free speech? At other times, I fear that what I write will be
censored. Most of all, I don’t know whether to fear or look forward to the day
when I find the need to write something that will make me stateless. Though
part of me knows that when the time comes, I can always apply for political
asylum.
Is this what world citizenship has always meant?
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AIMEE NOEL

Delayed Internment
It’s April before we can bury our dead. The ground
refuses our immediate grief, so we preserve it
like summer perch, shiny as overtime optimism.
We guard against premature thaw.

This city is harsh like that, makes you sit
with your ghosts. Men, frozen in chambray,
the weave fraying white at the blue collar,
take shifts on barstools waiting for the world

to tilt back their way. The factory stacks its outline:
an amusement park skeleton for the whole city to ride.
Yous punch your ticket and yous take your chances.
Only the snowplow sparks now, scraping pavement

as it passes men used to swinging hammers and handles
of metal lunch pails. They construct monuments
in their minds waiting for the blast furnaces to return
womb-warm and for the earth to yield to their shovel again.
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CAROLINE WILKINSON

Dear Kay

W

E HOPE THIS LETTER REACHES you soon, but the chances are slim.

The technology being used for its transmission is out of date. The
record player spinning through our words should be replaced but
is too large to move. The albums it plays are as large as the world! They are, in
fact, the world on different days. One album is this Tuesday in July. Another is
a Wednesday forty years ago. On this Wednesday, your mother’s mother found
a scratch in the world. She was nineteen—older than you, we hope.
This letter may take years to reach you. It should not take more than ten. If it
ends up taking nineteen and you are twenty, it won’t be the end of the world. It
will be the start of the world repeating, which is what your mother’s mother saw
at nineteen. It was, as we said before, a Wednesday. Your grandma was visiting
Dale, Norway, a village known for its knitting factory. Her ancestors had lived
in Dale until the crops had failed. The reindeer, refusing to buy sweaters, had
run for the hills. Hordes of humans, meanwhile, had rushed to America. Your
grandma went back to Norway to see those left behind. It was June, and she
was staying with a great aunt when she woke in the night. When she went to
the window, she found that the sun was out.
It was out and down. Pressed against the horizon, it was stuck among cliffs.
Your grandma stared at it, squinting. It looked hard and small, like a diamond
chip. It reminded her of a needle on a record player. It was hitting the earth’s
edge over and over as if bumping against a scratch. Everything had gone silent
except for a tick, tick, tick. This sound was inside your grandma’s mind, and she
knew it, but she had some doubts about other things. Why, she wondered, did
the earth look dark when the sun was out? Why was sound spiraling toward the
blackness under her skin, that ticking which she realized was her pulse? And
why did the earth seem flat? It was full of cliffs!
In a few slowly ticking hours, your grandma was having breakfast with her
aunt. They sat at the kitchen table and ate fish and bread. Through the window,
your grandma saw nothing but a single cliff. The incline was steep and the
rock, huge. One wrinkle in it could hide a flock of dark birds! It was too large
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for your grandma to understand—but she tried. She decided that the cliff
was an enormous rock sheet that her aunt had hung up to dry. The chore had
taken the whole of her married life. The woman’s husband was now dead, and
her arms ached. Your grandma smiled when, after imagining this myth, she
heard her aunt take a breath through her mouth. Such an inhale sounds like the
Norwegian word for “yes” as spoken by someone who is listening. It means,
“Yes, I hear you, go on.” Your grandma took the sound as a sign that her myth
held some truth. But in this moment, her aunt wasn’t breathing in her native
language, a fact that became clear when she went on to say in English: “No. He
is screaming.”
Kay, your grandma was terrified. Who was this “he”? The two of them were
the only ones in the house! They seemed close in that small kitchen—your
grandma could smell the coffee on her aunt’s breath—but a scratch came
between them. Your grandma thought her aunt was mad! An off-kilter kaffe
hag! The old lady might as well have been a troll for as much as your grandma
sympathized with her in that moment. The distance between us and you, dear
Kay, is not scratched, not yet at least. But it is much larger. It spans several
American states, not to mention a few years, if not decades.
Or perhaps it spans almost no time at all. It could be that you are hearing our
words as they first play across this record. If so, you are only one year old and
can’t understand a word we are saying, so we will end this letter now with an
introduction: We are the inheritors of your grandma’s record player. She went
on to have two daughters, one of whom you know well—your mother—the other
of whom you won’t see much of, or haven’t seen much of. We are unsure of our
tenses but firm about our coordinates: We are due east of you eight hundred
miles on this Tuesday in July. It is morning for us, and for you it is dawn. The
needle of this record player is still the sun. It skips but never needs replacing.
Our inheritance, for what it’s worth, is low maintenance, and it’s worth the
world on this Tuesday in July.
Look east, dear Kay. Can you feel the pull of that needle, the rising sun? If
you don’t understand the word “pull,” you can replay the day until you do, an
activity that you will, no doubt, enjoy. Back in April, when you met us before,
you never tired of repetition. On the last day of your trip to our home, when
your mother was busy packing, we kept wagging both of our heads as if they
housed a million gnats. You stopped crying and smiled. Even after we dropped
down to a single head, with one of us being extremely tired, how you smiled!
With such spit and amazement! The sun will repeat such spinning but for much
longer, lacking our susceptibility to fatigue and nausea. It should not get stuck
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on the horizon as it did when your grandma was nineteen. How relieved she
was to throw this broken turntable out. How did she do it? The turntable was
so big, and your grandma, you know, is no giant. But when it comes to throwing
things out, your grandma has accomplished great feats. Not only did she get
rid of a world-sized turntable, she threw out a daughter!
Here among the thrown-out, her turntable skips but not in the same way.
Now the needle flies from the edge of the day to its center. Suddenly it is noon,
and we are asking ourselves, “Where did the morning go?” The sun is bright
above our heads. The trees shake their leaves, and we think of you, our dear
Kay—
Dear Kay
We hope this letter finds you well. Do you see your name above? If at first
you don’t succeed, please do not keep trying. You should never stare at the sun
directly. Instead, glance at it sideways at dusk and see it burn. Love,
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KATE FINEGAN

Keeper

Y

OUR PALMS ARE FULL OF bees. The queen’s box hangs under your chin

like a pendant. The workers and drones climb onto your shoulders
and spill across your chest, traipse over your bare neck to reach her in
their frenzy. Every tiny footfall is a pinprick, electric. A hundred-thousand bees
cling to each other, cling to you; they cascade from your chin, clamber higher
still, to your cheeks, your forehead. One flirts with your eyelid, tries to nudge
it open, to say hello. Your nose and ears are stuffed with cotton; bees cling to
your earlobes like clip-ons.

...
THE FIRST TIME YOU SAW her, she was bored in a corner at a party, braiding

a chunk of hair that hung straight down the middle of her face, over her nose.
You were bored in the opposite corner, out-of-place and overdressed, new to
town, so you deep-breathed in and went to her, asked if she’d tried the dip—sour
cream and onion, nothing special, but it was all that came to mind. She said
yeah and asked if you had any tattoos. You did—do—on your foot, a tiny full
moon, craters and all. A quick sigh from your panic-pulsing chest—something
to talk about, and her eyes lit up with interest. I’d like to see it, she said, but you
couldn’t hear her over the music, so you leaned in; she smelled like menthol.
She lifted her shirt and there, on her ribcage, was a set of eyes, winking. Mine,
she said, winking when you caught her eye. She never left your side that night;
you were swept up in her orbit.
The Schmidt pain index ranks stings on a scale of one to four. Fire ants
deliver a level-one sting, which Schmidt compares to a lover’s nibble. Only three
creatures—the tarantula hawk, warrior wasp, and bullet ant—cause level-four
pain, the sort that electrocutes the space between your eyeballs and brain,
that buckles your knees and turns your stomach acid to lava peppered with
glass. Honeybees are level two. You’ve been stung every day since you started
at the honey farm. So many memories, you were sitting on her bed, watching
her pace, the same song on repeat for twenty minutes until she’d wrap you in a
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hug, say you’re the best friend I’ve ever had. You’d always been the one to say that,
the one to wish someone would say it back. The center of my universe, she’d say,
and you’d think no but lean against her shoulder. Once, out of nowhere, she
grabbed your sock cuff and tugged. Her long nails, rough from biting, scraped
your skin. The tattoo, she said, you haven’t shown me. You pulled your sock off.
You badass mothertrucker. Foot hurts like hell, right? Then she kissed your tattoo,
so quickly you could’ve sworn you’d dreamt it.

...
HONEYBEES ARE DOCILE. YES, THEY sting, but only the queen can sting with

impunity, without the certain consequence of death. You’ve watched the head
honey farmer brush his hand across a frame, pushing bees aside like sand.
You remind yourself of this as the nervous hammering in your ears dulls and
is replaced by buzzing, loud. You know you’ll get stung at least once. That’s a
certainty: you’re covered in a hundred-thousand bees. The honey farmer, in
his worn-out jeans, has a vacuum within reach, in case the bees get aggressive.

...
WHEN YOU WENT CAMPING, SHE unzipped your tent in the middle of the night,
told you she’d pulled a tick from her thigh but it got loose in her sleeping bag.
You opened yours like a blanket, and she snuggled close. Your husband didn’t
care for her, never had. When you started dating, he felt like a third wheel. When
you moved in together, when you threw out all your second-hand thrift-shop
kitchenware and furniture, replaced it with his department-store designer
goods, he warned you not to give her a copy of the key, and you didn’t—but
she got one anyway. The wedding did him in, when she, your maid of honor,
your only bridesmaid, pulled your lips to hers as the guests clinked knives to
glasses. The friend who’d thrown that party years before was there, and she
introduced herself, as if they’d never met. When you woke up in the tent, you
asked to see the tick bite, to check for a bullseye. She laughed and said we don’t
have ticks here, then climbed out in a tank top and underwear to boil water for
breakfast. When you emerged, she was zipping a pair of cut-off jeans. She lifted
her shirt, like she’d done that first night, and asked does this seem like anything to
you? She pressed your hand to the side of her breast. You felt it, undeniably—a
lump.
You told her to get the lump checked, but she didn’t. One night, you stayed
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over after she had a panic attack. You awoke to her sitting up, a fountain pen
disassembled on the bedside table. She dipped a sewing needle in the inkwell.
Want another tattoo? she asked. Her eyes were red from crying. You searched
them, to see if she was serious. You knew, then, that she’d have pricked you if
you hadn’t stirred. Let’s go get matching tattoos, you said, steadying your voice.
Your husband wouldn’t like it, but he knew what her panics required, what
would keep her from banging on the door past midnight, waking the baby. She
needed you, like a planet needs its moons. Fuck no, she said, I’m terrified of needles,
you know that. You remembered, then, that morning at the campsite, her bare
ribcage—no tattoo. But that couldn’t be right. You decided not to mention it.
Go to bed, you said, reassembling the pen. You fell asleep with it clutched safe
inside your fist.

...
WHEN A QUEEN BEE IS born, she sings to win the colony’s acceptance. When a
drone mates with her, his penis explodes. Turns out, neither of you could keep
a man. Was it her cancer that ended your marriage? Too many hours at her
side, at the hospital, checking and double-checking dosages, keeping clear of
counterindications? She had a port put in, after months of ignoring the doctor’s
calls. I hate doctors, she said. You knew she was afraid of the incision. The chemo
made her feel electric, she said, then tired, so tired. She liked to guess how long
the other patients had to live. You hated that game. She lost her left breast, the one
that shields my heart, she said. She would grab the wheel when you were driving,
jerk to the side of the road, and show you the scar for the hundred-thousandth
time. She wouldn’t get an implant, said her chest was winking. When your
husband kicked you out, she scoured flea markets and antique shops with you.
This time, you didn’t have to; you could’ve afforded Crate and Barrel, but she
wouldn’t have let you hear the end of it. Your corporate office job was enough,
more than enough, for her to tease you endlessly, her jokes always balanced on
a knife’s edge between truth and jest. The court granted you custody, and your
son grew accustomed to your friend’s outbursts at all hours. All those hours,
the hospital waiting rooms, the insurance paperwork she couldn’t fathom, the
mother-son plans sacrificed to her panics, and still she wouldn’t play with your
son, said he looked like a frog. She couldn’t do it alone, true—all those hours,
all those drugs—but then she got better, and when you were offered a better
job with better benefits in a better city, you took it.
Once, she poured glitter into an ex-boyfriend’s car, through cracked-open
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windows. The glitter coated the cloth seats so that when he drove to work in
his tailor-fitted suits, he’d show up all a-shimmer. She worked in the café in his
office park, and every time she saw him, for months, tiny flecks of gold would
catch the light. Shit’s gonna stay with him till he dies, she said.

...
TURNS OUT, CANCER’S SOMETIMES LIKE that. You didn’t see her for months,
then she showed up at your door in tears. It’s back, she said, by way of greeting.
She didn’t hug you, didn’t kiss you, just stood there cocooned in a sweater three
sizes too big. She looked like a wasp caught in a web, tangled up in fibers. You
imagined cells multiplying within her, imagined her body as a hive, poisoned
honey pouring into every space; the place alive and buzzing, lethal. You didn’t
step aside, didn’t invite her in. You were trying for a different life. You had quit
your better job with better benefits, started working at a honey farm outside the
better city. Do you have a tattoo? you asked, stepping outside, shutting the door
behind you. She stared at you, her mouth open, snot pooling in the crease of her
upper lip. Your impulse was to wipe it off. It’s metastasized, she said, and your
stomach erupted in an angry swarm of stingers. You couldn’t bear her shining
eyes, that shimmering lip—you reached out and wiped the snot, then opened
your door and let her in. You brewed blueberry tea and watched her swirl three
spoonfuls of honey into her cup as she sniffled. She was out of money, hadn’t
paid rent in months. Her parents had cut her off; after thirty years, they’d had
enough. She was—is—only thirty.

...
A HIVE CAN ONLY HAVE one queen. If more than one is born, the young queens

fight to the death. You told her you had to pick up your son from school, and
she looked at you with vacant eyes, red from crying. You raised your eyebrows,
stared at her for much too long, and she laughed, said I forgot about that frogfaced little fucker. She peeled the cocoon sweater from her shoulders, her body
all jutting bones and sharp angles. The circles under her eyes were the color
of her tea. You couldn’t tell her to leave, not yet. You picked up your son, and
she stayed for one month, then another. You drove her to chemo, paid for it,
fought her hard—teacups smashing to the floor—when she decided to forego
further treatment. You came home last week and she was gone—not even a
note—and your son said he was happy, that she called him dipshit when you
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weren’t around. You didn’t tell anyone, didn’t look for her. You took your son
to a movie, dropped the popcorn halfway through from shaking hands; your
son said he was fine to leave. You drove him to the coast—an hour, two, you
lost track of time. You waded into the water, surf tugging at your clothes, went
under and held your breath until your lungs felt they’d burst, opened your eyes
so wide the salt stung the whole way home.

...
ALL HIVES HAVE GUARDS POSTED at the entrances; they’ll kill any bee that
doesn’t belong. Once, one of your queens died, leaving a hive without a leader.
You bought another. The bees attacked her box, tried to sting her through the
mesh window. You let her out regardless. She was dead in thirty seconds, stung
and stung and stung and stung. That was before the farm, when you were just
a hobbyist; before the farmer with his worn-out jeans and eyes like honey. He
tells you your time is up—thirty minutes. He unties the queen from your chin,
takes your hands and helps you up. Each fingertip-touch is a pinprick, electric.
You shake the bees into their crate. He brushes hangers-on from your shoulders,
your back, kisses your neck. You haven’t given him a key to your house, but
your son wants you to. He likes him, likes his bees, his bedtime stories, how
he listens. Tomorrow, you’ll do this for real, the bee beard, at the county fair
in front of a crowd, but today, the only applause comes from two small hands
beneath a smiling face, a mouth that’s cheering your name, the name he calls
you, a mouth that’s chanting, “Mom!”
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In which x does and does not eclipse y

“Y

OU CAN’T JUST CALL THEM bikinis,” she says, stirring the gin into

the tonic with her neon green straw. “They’re women wearing
bikinis,” as a pair approach the stairs on a pier leading to this
riverbank biker bar.
She’s fiercely jealous of his looking despite more or less clearly being the
one he’s with right now, in fact they’re sharing a basket of fries, despite his
marveling just yesterday at the suppleness of her own skin, curves. “You’re 35
with the body of a teenager,” he’d said. “Well I need some reason for men to
like me,” she’d replied. They had agreed that personality is important. Because
then why not the teenager, she told herself. “Did you screw the nanny?” she had
to ask.
She had to ask because he’d done some not-stellar things. Of course she
was the one technically cheating on a significant other with this cocktail, this
conversation, this companion. She tells herself the operative word in that
phrase is other, that he’s significantly other and artless enough to annoy her, that
sometimes she’s convinced the bed rocking is a boat and her angler-soon-tobe-ex is a whale. Unchiseled except for his crow’s feet, unnoticeable except for
when he’s nearby, and then he moves as nimbly as blue or humpback, wants her
to envelope him in a fluid affection that her self-interest can’t produce. What
she fathoms for herself is basically a fantasy: a creative type with the six-pack
to match her own.
She wants to love someone who gets it. Whatever it is. Who is she to be
daydrinking with this townie she met on the bus ride to work? By now she knew
all his tattoos by tongue. She introduced herself to them as a paint by number
starting with farthest from zipper. Her favorite is the anvil on his inner forearm
because it isn’t death or sex or booze. It was his calling: a metalworker before
this 9-to-5-with-benefits that put him every day on the same bus as her. And
on one day not long ago in the seat adjacent to hers, when he said hello.
“I bet you want to hear the story of my divorce.” He removes his straw and
sets it on a napkin next to ketchup stains.
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She doesn’t particularly, so she says, “You want to tell it.”
It occurs to her that all marriages may be ornate gates like the ones he made
for fancy buildings that they’d passed downtown on the way to the bar: an
unrusted taffy stretched between posts, cinching air into ovals for clouds to
charge through. At some point she hears him say broken. Fucked, or fuckedup. At some point she’s speared the lime and is sucking up an ice shard, feeling
sobered and sickened. But what would she have done in his situation with such
a spousal black hole?
She’s only recently come around to entertaining the notion that you will hurt
someone along your path of loving them. Not that it’s a requirement; that it’s
an inevitability. Quite common. And that fact is why, years ago, she shouldn’t
have left the man she now calls the one who got away, and their separation is
why, she says, she hasn’t had an orgasm since. When she’s faking and closes
her eyes, she no longer sees symbols and shapes; she sees the one who got away
sitting on their couch with his head dropped into his hands. Feels his long sigh
drilling into her interminably.
“That’s messed up,” the anvil had concluded, of her sadness, her inert lady
bits. “What about your dirty thirties?” he’d asked.
“I know, right,” she’d answered. So she told him that, after their first, innocent
dinner, when he’d kissed her mouth as she inquired, “How do I get home?” and
then he’d kissed her cheek, she felt her cherry all but unpop itself. A rarity. That
was a couple weeks ago, and her clitoris seems to have decided that a single jolt
should suffice.
“There go your bikinis,” she says. Three middle-aged, vaguely muscular men
smattered with indistinct ink, sporting paunches and skinny legs, walk in their
swim jams up the pier. The river waves the wood or the steps press the planks
into the water. Either way, she knows she can’t date him, and now he knows
too because she says, “We can’t date. Everything you do would stress me out.”
But she can’t just call him a fling when he’s half dressed (bottom) next to her
(top) in her kitchen, making uneven cuts of onion and pepper, cracking eggs
into a cast iron skillet to sate her overtiredness. She can’t say it when he says
darlin’ unaffectedly like he’s from the South instead of NorCal; can’t say it when
he says, “This is easy, right?” (not You’re easy) as they talked and shared a grilled
cheese the night they didn’t yet end up in bed; can’t say it when he let her take
his foot in her hands for a massage, set his gray eyes on her gray eyes and said,
“There must be something here because I don’t let anyone see my feet.”
A grown man who bets on his long hair being a chick magnet. She can’t be the
only woman who’s whipped by its loose strands on motorcycle rides, can’t be
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the only one who considers the moment an intimate act when she tucks them
into his vest at the nape of neck. Of course he lane-splits. Crisscrossed is no
way love-struck or derring-do; it’s this man’s vigilance to tighten shoelaces and
draw the excess of loop down under the rim by the heel for a stay-put place. The
point is that you can be an older man with a younger woman and self-conscious
about bunions. Still, a male who counters her laments of her ass finally looking
its age and her love handles present even when she’s standing by drawing a
hand to the tiniest paunch above his belt and declaring that he has “a beer gut,
a furry ass, and spindly legs,” what he calls a dad body.
She can’t just call him a fling on account of his having spent the night to spoon
because “skin next to skin is life’s purest pleasure.” It’s only purple prose if he
goes on and on, but he didn’t. He was a big spoon and found a place in her hair
for his face. On her breasts for his hands. Can’t say it because he names his
vehicles as she does—his Hank (the Harley), Charlotte, Grampa to her Betty,
Cleo, Winnie. In her phone’s contact list, she lists him as Susanne because
of the whole multiples-of-men’s-eyes thing. Her not-yet regret of overlap in
agents of not-orgasm.
She can’t date him and she can’t befriend him because she can’t pale her
cheeks from the blush of her being existentially naïve, larval, really. Having to
be reminded how to mount the motorcycle (from the side), having to ask if she
fastened her “brain bucket” well enough, having to borrow a brain bucket at
all. He tugged the strap with one hand and put the other hand atop her helmet
for a gentle shake no.
It’s hard to believe in tenderness. He hadn’t screwed the nanny, as it happens.
His daughter is “too much like her mother” while his son isn’t his son, not by
the genes, although his wife was his wife when the boy’s first nuclei fused.
Unlike the one who got away, this man knows when not to disappear. Instead,
he adopts folly as his own, adjusting his everynight orbit to a faint tracing of
easy flirts. You’ve gone poof, and well, she will email him a week later. An ether apart.
She can’t just call him—because she will have deleted his phone number.
For now she is squeaky-clean and shiverproof in the sissy seat. The wind
catches behind the wide lenses of her sunglasses and eddies. It cuts into her
eyes and flakes off G & T tears. They fling onto the open road. As the air chills,
she loops her hands around to tuck into his leather vest pockets. “Have you
ever done something you’re not supposed to do?” he once asked her. Fuck if
anyone ever asked if she could handle metonymy or any theory of relativity.
Across the railroad tracks, banking hard right down an industrial side street.
They face an abandoned hangar and vacant paved lot behind chain-link fence.
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Where he kills the engine, when exhaust and silence bite and sting. There’s
nothing here, but there must be something here. Whatever it is making the sky
below the glasses’ frames go wonderfully crepuscular, purple haze. A “wow”
smokes from her lips, sparked by the singular jolt along her spine.
“This is my old metal shop,” he says.
Call it a vision: guys with their tattoo sleeves and wallet chains swinging,
women wearing halters in all manner of lean, a barbeque roaring and beer
cans crinkling and 90s punk somehow ultraviolet and thick, pulsing. The kids
profuse, dirty blonde, and wild, in his arms, on his shoulders, at his feet. He’s
the star of the show, the axis of all this, the one with the twinkle in his bloodshot
eye and spring in his misstep. No gut, no regret. For a minute she squints and
the moon moves across the sun, draping a radiant open parentheses like hot
metal over a silhouette.
He plants both feet on the cement to steady the bike. He doesn’t dismount,
doesn’t extend a hand to lead her to the fence for a long look. He rests a palm on
her thigh. They sit pressed close, and it’s a good thing his back isn’t inked, for its
uninhabitabilties would bleed through to make indelible her vast heartspace.
He doesn’t tell her that none of it matters now.
He says, “I had a nice time with you,” and ignites.
That a halo appears to the naked eye, ever, means sweet nothings. Means
thanks. So she can’t just call it the rarest common event or the most common
rare event, because it’s two bodies doing their everyday heavenly things. The
moment of totality melts sunrise and sunset simultaneously onto the steely
horizon.
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Hospitality

T

HE HEAT DIDN’T BOTHER JERRY. He said it was a good excuse for us to

stay in bed all day long. And that’s what we did, strategically positioned
in the center of the current created by the labyrinth of fans he had
constructed. One hung precariously from the hook in the ceiling that used to
hold my wandering Jew; another stood balanced at the foot of the bed on top of
my typewriter table; the third he clamped onto the edge of the windowsill with
wrenches he found wedged between two water pipes under the kitchen sink.
Jerry had told me not to bother meeting him at the airport, but I decided to go
there anyway. I hadn’t seen him for six months, and before that, in my life—or
my dear young life, as he liked to call it, I had spent less than forty-eight hours
in his actual physical presence. Since then he had become the center of my life.
My life, like a bagel, had no center.
I found him in the baggage claim area staring blankly at the suitcases as they
came thumping down the ramp. He didn’t seem to notice me or the cigarette that
was burning its way down to his fingertips. There were two cameras tethered
from his neck, two packs of Camels straining the seams of his shirt pocket, a
pipe sticking out of the pocket of his pants and a tobacco pouch attached to
his belt. He held a bunch of wilted roses at his side. He looked old. He was old,
I remembered. Hadn’t I almost offered him my seat when he grabbed hold of
the railing above me on that bus?
I shouted his name out from across the treadmill. He turned around, startled
out of his trance. His face relaxed into an avuncular smile. The roses shed their
petals as he clutched them dramatically to his chest.

***
HE LET ME CARRY HIS suitcase up the five flights. “Do you have anything to

drink, Lizzie?” he called out to me from the couch, where he had collapsed,
huffing and puffing. I was already in the kitchen putting ice cubes into a soup
bowl. All week long I’d been at war with myself. I was tempted to stock up on
every delicacy that New York City had to offer. I had even made a special trip
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to Katz’s Delicatessen on the lower East Side—his mother used to send him
salamis from there when he was in the army. But all I ended up getting was
a bottle of Johnny Walker Red at the discount liquor store up the block. He
finished the drink off in one gulp. “You shouldn’t have gotten such classy stuff
for an old wino like me,” he said as he poured himself another, hunched over
the bottle, his shaggy white hair dripping sweat into his eyes. He had hazel eyes
(he thought they were blue) slightly blurred where the irises met the whites,
which were stained the color of nicotine.
I went over to where I kept my records in an apple crate in the corner of the
room. I asked him what he wanted to hear.
“Don’t bother with that right now,” he said. “You haven’t stopped running
around since I got here. Come over and sit down. I want to give you the presents
I brought you.” He extended an arm for me to sit beside him on the sofa.
He unzipped his suitcase and started to unpack. Five camera lenses, two
packages of film, half a dozen rumpled shirts and a cellophane bag coated with
toothpaste emerged, and finally, the presents.
He hung a strand of beads around my neck--Venetian glass he had bought
when he was in Venice on a photography assignment two years ago. They were
made of plastic and speckled with gold paint. There was a bag of lemons, still
mostly green, some with the stems attached where they had been pulled from
the branches. Picked from his own backyard. Next he handed me a bright red
T-shirt on which BOOGIE was printed out in big bold block letters.
“Do you have any A batteries, doll? It lights up!”
I went into the kitchen and removed the batteries from the clock hanging
above the stove. It was almost midnight.
The orange lights started flashing like caution signals.
“Go on and put it on,” he said, pouring himself another drink.
When I went back into the living room I was dancing. I have always been an
enthusiastic dancer.
“Shake it, don’t break it,” he called out, whistling and clapping his hands
in time to the imaginary beat. He started stomping his feet as though he were
about to join in a bacchanalian Hootenanny. I danced more and more wildly,
flailing my arms up into the air, jumping up and down, shaking my head until
I felt I would faint from dizziness or exhaustion. I couldn’t see him anymore.
I burst into tears.
“Don’t you think I’m young enough already?” I cried out. He sprung up from
the couch and knelt before me.
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“Don’t cry,” he said, taking hold of my hands and kissing them over and over
again. “Please, darling Lizzie, please don’t cry.”
“I don’t know what you’re doing here,” I said.
“I’m here to make you happy, baby,” he said, kissing the tears off my face.
“I’m just here to make you happy.”
We made love on my pink bedspread. And when it was time to go to sleep
he held me in his arms and sang me Russian lullabies he had learned when he
was a graduate student in Russian literature at the University of Chicago.
“If only you had known me then,” he sighed as he kissed me goodnight.

***
I HAD ALWAYS BEEN INDISCRIMINATE in my choice of lovers; unsuitability

being my only criteria, so in this respect Jerry was not an unusual choice for
me. Determined not to let my good looks get in the way of me living an off-kilter
life, I steered clear of the businessmen with their business cards, the lawyers
with their briefcases, the doctors with their six-figure futures ahead of them,
anyone with a nine-to-five job—these men represented a kind of death to
me.  What I wanted was the weird, the exotic, the eccentric, the crazy, the lost,
the troubled; men other women would have shunned--these were the men I
had crawling into my bed.
Compared to the lovers who preceded him—a black spiritual leader who sold
incense on the corner of 125th Street and Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard, a
manic-depressive composer who picked me up on the East 86th Street subway
platform, an unemployed actor who expected me to support him with my
unemployment checks, Jerry was actually a step in the direction of normalcy
for me. He was an artist, and I liked that, because I wanted to be an artist, too,
although I had no idea what form this art of mine would take.
The privileges, the promises—the liberty!—implicit in the mere fact of youth
had put me into a state of paralysis. I felt stupefied, incapable of committing
myself to anything other than not living the kind of life I had been brought up
to live. I suppose that made me a rebel of some sort, although I never felt like
a rebel. There was no zeal, no fervor, no sense of moral probity in this little
rebellion of mine. I was, in fact, a prisoner of my rebellion, a prisoner of myself.
My hope was that Jerry, with his I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-anything attitude,
would show me, who cared too much about everything, what it felt like to feel
free.
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Jerry must have felt guilty about taking advantage of a girl as screwed up as I
was. That was why he was always saying that he was too old for me. You should
get yourself a young stud who can fuck you all night long and give you half a
dozen babies was how he liked to put it. Then, with a plaintive shake of his head,
he would smile wistfully and say he would do anything to be twenty-five years
younger. What was my response to this display of nobility? We were in love
and nothing else mattered! The inevitable tragedy of a doomed love affair, the
suffering that comes with a broken heart appealed for me. My life was a torch
song! How romantic was that?
After Jerry went back to California, in the letters I would write, sometimes
as often as three times a day, I worked on changing his mind about “us,” and by
the time he arrived at my over-trodden doorstep, I had succeeded in entangling
him in my web of confusion and need.

***
THE HEAT WAVE CAME AS predicted the next day. All I had was a window fan

I bought at the end of the previous summer’s heat wave. Jerry found the other
two in front of one of the tenements down the block. An old woman’s legacy
to the neighborhood. They were covered in dust and cobwebs and dead roach
eggs. He washed them off and sealed the exposed wires with electrical tape. The
blades were coated in rust, but they looked sharp enough to kill. They gasped
and groaned with every rotation, blowing the papers off my desk and filling my
bed with ashes from our cigarettes.
Jerry loved hot weather. I hated it, but I tried seeing things his way. The
humidity was low and it’s true it was kind of interesting making love under
those conditions. The fans added just the right touch of danger. We’d stay under
them until four or five in the afternoon; then one of us would remember that
he was in New York City and that he should go out and see some of it. We spent
the rest of our time during that first week wandering the streets. He taught me
how to use one of his cameras.
It was fun roaming around the streets of the city with Jerry and his cameras,
discovering a visual dimension that my previous wanderings had lacked.
Everywhere I looked I saw photographs. It was as though a fairy had given me
the gift of artistic sight.
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***
THE HEAT GOT WORSE. JERRY did everything he could think of to cool me off.

He dumped ice cubes into the bath water, gave me alcohol rubdowns and made
me lemonade by the gallon. Looking up at him, wringing out the washcloth he
kept in a bowl of ice water by the bed, blowing on my face with his tobaccoscented breath, I wouldn’t know what to think. I was just happy he was there.
“I can’t stand it anymore,” I turned to Jerry in bed one morning. It had been
the worst night yet and I had hardly slept at all. “Maybe we should go away
somewhere?” He was still sleeping. His cheek crushed against the pillow, his
mouth pushed together in a childlike pout. There was something ridiculous
about that innocent expression on his sagging, aged face. The white stubble
speckling his jaw sparkled like tinsel under the morning light. The brown
blemish near his right temple was shaped like the state of Florida.
“What did you say, sweetheart?” he asked, opening one eye halfway, groggily
pulling me toward him. He wheezed and coughed loudly, spitting up the night’s
accumulation of phlegm. I gave him a tissue.

***
HE MAPPED OUT A ROUTE for us. We’d start off with Boston. He had a couple
of friends we could stay with there. As he started thumbing through the address
book he kept bound together with rubber bands in the back pocket of his pants, I
recalled Jerry’s collection of prominent friends and I looked forward to meeting
some of them.
My suitcases were filled with my winter wardrobe and stuffed away into
the corner of the top shelf of my one small closet, so I shared Jerry’s. When he
mentioned that after Boston we could stay with a friend of his in New Hampshire,
I hunted down my hiking boots and a sleeping bag and the one sweater I had
left out of mothballs.

***
ALBERT REED WAS AN OLD artist with a compulsion for neatness. One night we

returned to find our belongings stacked neatly in the vestibule and a typewritten
note taped to the door. He’d never seen such a mess. We’d been expecting to
have the place to ourselves for the night and hadn’t bothered making the bed
or doing the breakfast dishes or putting our clothes back in the suitcase. Jerry
shook his head and said Albert Reed was getting old. He made a phone call and
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we moved on to Belle Casey, a retired journalist he’d worked with when he
freelanced for Look magazine in the sixties. She drank a lot, almost as much as
he did. After two days I told Jerry that I wanted to go home. I was beginning to
feel like his accomplice.
We missed the bus back to New York and went to a nearby diner to wait for
the next one. It was practically empty but it took forever for our orders to arrive.
Mine came first. Pancakes. They were cold and I sent them back. He reached
across the table and took my hand.
“I know those two old timers turned out to be a couple of bummers, but
that’s the way it goes sometimes. Let’s give it one more try,” he said, turning
my hand over and kissing the palm. “Please give me one more chance to give
you the vacation I promised.”
A couple of teenage boys sitting at the table next to ours were talking about
their favorite science fiction movies and between bites of his cheeseburger
Jerry would snap their picture and mutter “charming, charming” to himself.
“Here, have some French Fries,” he said, handing me the platter the teenagers
left behind. He took the straw out of his chocolate milk shake, licked it and
lifted the glass to his lips, slurping loudly.
I dipped the tip of a napkin into a glass of water and reached over to wipe
away a thin line of chocolate encircling his mouth.
“You’re a real slob, you know that?”
“How about New Hampshire?” he exclaimed. “There are some old friends I’d
love to look up. Haven’t seen them since my days at the University of Chicago.
I’d be curious as hell to find out what they’re like now,” he said.
“Helene Lesser. What a great gal. I’m sure you’d love her. Very talented
painter, back then. She married Michael Kruger, freshman year. Strange fellow.
Too smart for his own good,” he said, relighting his pipe.
“But,” I said, “it’s been so long since you’ve seen them.”
“Yeah, almost forty years. How about that?”
“Are you sure we wouldn’t be imposing?”
“Imposing?” he asked, as if grasping for the meaning of the word. He reached
into his pocket for some change and hurried off to the cash register. I lingered
behind to supplement the tip. I found Jerry, leaning his hand against the brick
wall, talking on the pay phone outside the diner.
“Hello there . . . is this Helene . . . Helene Lesser . . . the Helene Lesser I knew
from way back when . . . Come on, doll, you should know . . . just one guess . . .
okay . . . . it’s Jerry . . . . come on now, doll. It’s Jerry . . . . Jerry Sachs . . . Yeah, yeah,
that’s right . . . Guess where I am? . . . Not too far from you . . . . I’m in Boston .
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. . Oh, just visiting some old friends . . . No, no . . . First stopped over in the Big
Apple . . .” Glancing at me from the corner of one eye, he paused a moment and
continued “ . . ..Oh . . .Visiting a friend there . . .In New York . . .New York City . . .”
He started losing momentum. ”A good friend of mine . . .A young writer friend .
. .A poet . . .” And slowly regaining momentum . . .”Reminds me of you.” And
faster and louder.”In fact, she’s the spitting image of the Helene Lesser I knew
and loved back at the University of Chicago four decades ago! The absolute
reincarnation!”

***
MICHAEL KRUGER MET US AT the door. He was a big man with a big pot belly
and a balding head and a pockmarked face. He wore heavy black-rimmed
glasses that magnified his eyes to twice their size. He didn’t seem pleased
to see us. After leading us in and depositing us with Helene, who was sitting
cross-legged on the couch, threading blue yarn through a needle, he excused
himself. He had work to do. I should have been used to the rude reception Jerry
received from his friends by then, but I wasn’t. I felt hurt and embarrassed on
his behalf—although I don’t think he noticed how rude people were to him. If
he did, I doubt he would have cared.
“Well, hello, hello,” Jerry said warmly. Helene finished threading the needle.
He engulfed her in a long affectionate hug.
I collapsed into the nearest available chair, a threadbare recliner covered
with blue upholstery that was worn down to the foam rubber around the arms.
It looked out of place among the meticulous furnishings. As I leaned back it
glided open slowly, lifting my feet off the parquet floor.
It was a big comfortable room with books lining the walls, lithographs in
polished brass frames, posters of museum exhibitions and a large piece of
ithyphallic African sculpture standing on a pedestal near the baby grand piano
in the corner. There was a fireplace and large bay windows filled with hanging
plants. The couch that held Helene was covered with delicate little embroidered
pillows that I imagined she had made herself.
Jerry told Helene that she hadn’t changed a bit. He asked her about the kids.
They didn’t have any. He asked what had become of her painting—she’d had
such talent! She had given it up long ago. Then he remembered me.
“Well, Helene, what did I tell you? Who does she remind you of?” She looked at
me and I looked back at her. The mask of age had melted into her face, imprinting
deep lines into her forehead and pulling at the skin around her jaw and under
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her chin. That could happen to me. But the fair, almost translucent skin, the
fragile features that once could have expressed a quiet beauty, there never
could have been the slightest resemblance between us.
Jerry went on with some biographical data that embarrassed me, since none
of it was true. Finally, he stood up ceremoniously and said, “Helene, I’d like you
to meet Elizabeth Mersey, my other daughter.”
Helene wanted to know how long we planned on staying. They were expecting
guests for the weekend and we would have to be out by Saturday. The sheets
on the bed in the guest room had just been changed. She’d go get bedding for
the sofa, which opened out into a very comfortable bed.
“It’s getting late, already past our bedtime,” she said and started lifting
herself off the couch.
Jerry cleared his throat and looked at the floor. “Oh no, Helene dear. You’ve
gone to enough trouble already,” he said. “Lizzie here brought along her sleeping
bag.” He walked over to me and slapped my back. “Clever girl. Strong and sturdy
too. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind camping out on the floor in the guest room. We
don’t want to turn your lovely place into a college dormitory, after all.” Helene
raised her eyes wearily and said good night.
“Your ‘other daughter’?” I asked when I got back from the bathroom. He was
lying in bed, my sleeping bag rolled out beside him. He patted it and grinned. I
took it off the bed and lay it out on a space on the floor. “Is that what you want?
You’d like me to be your daughter?” I asked him and started to undress.
He lay there, smoking his pipe, watching me, a look of sadness traveling like
nightfall across his face. I stood in front of him naked and struck a seductive
pose. “Is that what you’d like, Dad?” I continued to goad him. He took a long,
thoughtful puff of his pipe and in a voice that emerged from somewhere deep
inside him he said very slowly that, Yes, he would like me to be his daughter.
Then I could be his forever.

***
IT WAS A VACATION OF sorts. Helene didn’t come home from her job as an
editor of a literary magazine until six, and Michael not for two or three hours
after that, so we were more or less able to duplicate our New York existence,
except now we had air conditioning. The only reason we went out at all was
to avoid our hosts. We never went very far. Our first stop was the bar down
the block and then the local movie theater that played revivals of old forties’
classics.
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I liked lounging around, looking at all the pretty things, while Jerry
contemplated the mess the world had gotten itself into without him over
cigarettes and coffee and the New York Times. I snooped around the house like
a detective.
One morning I found a picture of Helene. It was on the desk in Michael’s
office. She looked like a movie star, the way women in photographs from those
days always seem to, with dark lipstick and sculpted waves framing her face. She
was leaning against the railing of the Brooklyn Bridge, the Manhattan skyline
swept out behind her. On one bright cloud in the corner she had written, “This
is for you, because I don’t want you to forget me, not for even one minute.”
The day before we were supposed to leave there was a note taped to the
bathroom mirror. It was from Michael, inviting us to dinner that evening. We
hadn’t seen him since that first night. He was already through with half a day’s
work by the time we got up, and in bed when we came home.
It took us longer than usual to get out that day and we almost ran into Helene
on our way down the road to Sparky’s Bar and Grill. She passed by in her little
gray Honda, bags of groceries piled high on the seat beside her.

***
WHEN DINNER WAS FINISHED HELENE snuffed the candles out with her fingers

and asked me to help her with the dishes. She had barely taken the time to sit
down and eat, she was so busy shuffling back and forth between the dining
room and the kitchen and had refused all my offers of help.
It had been a wonderful meal. Everything was so perfect, with the white
linen tablecloth, the silver candlesticks and the pale blue china, and I told her
so as I followed her into the kitchen.
“Thank you, Elizabeth,” she said as she pulled the kitchen stool out from
under the counter and set it down next to the sink. “Just sit here and keep me
company.”
She stacked all the dishes in size order, assembled all the silverware into the
salad bowl and released a torrent of water that made the sink a mass of glittering
bubbles. She soaped all the dishes and stacked them in the dishwasher as she spoke.
“I like doing dishes,” she explained after refusing my third offer to help. “It’s
one of my favorite times to think. When I was a little girl I used to clear everyone
out of the kitchen. I was the oldest of three siblings and I loved pretending to
be a grownup. Do you have any brothers and sisters, Elizabeth?”
She asked me how I liked living in New York, did I have many friends there,
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what kinds of things I liked to do. She listened attentively and every now and
then would place a soapy hand on my shoulder. The air was filled with the
scent of her perfume mingled with Ivory Snow. It was a narcotic to me. I don’t
remember what I said, but I must have poured my heart out to her. When she
finished scouring the sink, she wiped her hands on her apron, turned on the
dishwasher and then tore a piece of paper off the pad that hung from a magnetized
hook on the refrigerator.
“Here, dear. Write down your address and phone number,” she said in a soft,
efficient voice that carried over the roar of the dishwasher. Always a mystery to
me, quiet voices like that; they always seem able to find their own wavelengths.
“The son of a good friend of ours is moving to New York in September. He’s
young and handsome and has a good future ahead of him.
“I think he’ll be quirky enough for you,” she added with an ironic smile.

***
MICHAEL WAS PUTTING A RECORD on the record player and Jerry was crouched

over the coffee table leafing through a book of Russian poetry when we returned
to the den.
“Well, well. It’s about time,” Jerry said, rising from the loveseat. “What were
you two girls talking about for so long?”
“Things,” Helene said to him. Then she settled down with her needlepoint
onto the sofa and asked me if I would like her to teach me. I told her I had ten
thumbs and sat down on the recliner in the corner. Jerry didn’t look at me for the
rest of the evening and he didn’t try to struggle through any more conversation
with Bob or Helene either. Instead, he turned his attention to finishing off the
bottle of brandy we had bought that afternoon to celebrate our last night in
New Hampshire and it wasn’t long before he was asleep on the loveseat, his
legs stretched out in front of him on the floor, his head bent heavy to one side,
the slack skin of his jaw and neck joined together in one soft ripple of flesh.
I sank into the recliner and leaned back and waited for it to glide open and lift
my feet off the floor. Helene lay huddled up in a corner of the couch, absorbed
in her needlepoint. Michael stood in the center of the room, listening to the
music. Each time a record was over, he removed it from the spindle, dusted it
off carefully and placed it back in its jacket and played another. When Lester
Young started playing “Where or When,” he looked over at Helene and then
he started swaying slowly to the music. Soon he was dancing around the room,
his arms wrapped around an invisible partner.
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Sick Georgic
Having neither flock nor hill, forgive me,
I imitate what I do not understand.

The loose tarps rip against themselves in wind.
A grass-overgrown trough is what’s left
of the palace complexes.

A dog licks from a drain by votives
still flickering the next morning.

The old man’s face suspends there
as the younger lifts up the match:
like that moment when, driving by them,
the rows of stalks go suddenly parallel.
*
Reclamation by drainage reveals
the necropolis. Earrings shimmer
next to brown skulls emerging from mud,

bringing down the angel Curation.
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I wear the mark of gold burrs on rolled cuffs,
escape along the dry watercourses

to that square not yet remembered for tears falling
from the tip of the nose onto the touchscreen.

*
Hail on the empty terrace.
A stripped bicycle chained to a lamppost.

Having neither hut nor pond, let’s stay
in this room and cultivate gentleness.

Machines will do the sorting and remembering.
Machines will run the kidneys and the lottery,
insert the repeat lines in their places:

No one can take your loneliness.

*
Read of the monumental eros
of the dead, read
the wildflower identification book all winter.

She held a dripping sponge
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in the doorway, saying goodbye.

A bottle fell from a drunk’s pack, didn’t break.

“Imagine you are guarded by chance.”

It was like a dream of rain falling
into an unfinished cathedral
to one from a country of extractable minerals.

*
To find what heroes missed,
I wander not far.

The river squeezes through
the broken locks. Men toss dice
against the cracked abutments.
My secrets are not different
from the secrets of the others:

It’s easier to pile rocks than watch a cloud very long.
Taught to solve for x, but not to taste food.
Taught by the older children
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to throw sharp stones at slow-dying spawning
black salmon.

To find what heroes missed, I sit watching the river
compelled to leap its hurdles endlessly.

*
Stars over gravel
a cat sunned on earlier,
your your

is as first raindrops
on paving stones, as

cloud-break sunlight
through a train window shows
the fiery transparency
of a sleeping child’s eyelids.

No one can take your loneliness.

*
I admire that emperor,
I forget which,
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who, asked to return
from a far province to the throne demurred,
“I’d rather stay here and grow cabbages.”

But having neither plot nor packet
of dragon’s teeth, Pythagorean
past lives nor opinion

why sea shells are found sometimes
on the slopes of peaks, I merely imitate

what I do not intend
to improve upon, whatever rough

or folded shows the impetus written into it
against entropy:

the cut cabbage cascading through itself,
the vertiginous rude crag
intended as background to the conversion scene,

whose knotty stylization kept me a long time in that gallery.
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DAKOTA CANON

It Happens Like This

I

T HAPPENS LIKE THIS.

You walk into the hardware store—or the pharmacy or one of those
check-cashing joints—and shout, “Hey, someone left a kid in the parking
lot, and it don’t look like they’re coming back.” You pace the tools’ aisle—
scoping cordless power drills and drivers, Makita, Ridgid, Milwaukee—until
the cops show and take the boy away. It’s a fucking magic trick.
Only, you never make it that far.
You planned this down, your intentions rock-iron solid. But your followthrough cowers like a teenaged soldier, chest swollen with bravado, guts full
of chicken shit. In your studio apartment, your son’s cries wheedle under
your skin, hundred-decibel splinters pricking, stabbing. Those cries render
even sex joyless. Not that you get much anyway.
It happens like this.
After pacing the tools’ aisle, then paint, then electrical—ten minutes that
last a fucking lifetime—you jog back to the parking lot. The boy’s alone by
the painted horse where you left him. No longer squealing and rocking, now
he’s wailing. You grab his hand, slick with snot and tears, and haul him into
your borrowed F150. In your fucked-up irony, you can’t believe no one came
to help. Or that the goddamn store staff ignored you. Even those losers. You
kick the tires, slam the door and skid out of the parking lot.
You drive by MickyD’s, pick up a #5 and a Happy Meal, realize you’re two
bucks short and just get the #5. The crying turns to shudders then gulps as
little hands fingerpaint in blobs of ketchup, grab salty fries, those magic
potato wands.
You try Gloria, the kid’s mother, for the fifty-thousandth time and litter her
voicemail with another shitstorm. You’d do it in person, but you don’t know
where the fuck she’s gone. You’ve got a job tomorrow, a good roofing gig that’d
pay big. If only. You’ve already called on the last of your favors: your construction
buddies, those two girls you dated, your sister-in-law. Karma’s on her rampage
tonight, and you’re plumb outta options. The irony that Gloria could abandon
the kid first, to no consequence, and that you, in a slow-acting follow-up, could
rot for a decade behind bars, only makes you that much more the sucker.
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It happens like this.
You wake at five for the job, fill two kid-cups with milk, realize the milk is
shit-sour, spill and fill them with water. You go for a PB&J, but you’re outta
bread, so you jog down to the 7Eleven, get a loaf and a hotdog. At home, you
toss the sandwich and hotdog on a plate and lay it next to the boy’s mat. You’d
leave the TV on, but the electric got cut yesterday.
You drive out to the job—gotta return the F150 Friday—rip at that old roof
like a hungry dog to a bone and impress the foreman, who says if you take it
easy, he’s got another ten roofs in the queue. You drive home tar-streaked and
sweat-caked to find the tyke’s used the toilet and kept himself quiet with his
old Happy Meal toys. There are no cops waiting for you.
Only it doesn’t quite work like that.
The boy wakes before you, sometime after three, screaming for his mother,
one outta a hundred things you can’t give him, things he demands with
upright two-year-old indignation.
“I got no fucking idea when she’s coming back or even if she’s coming back!
You hear me?”
You stick toilet paper in your ears, fall back into a fitful sleep sometime
after five and wake up late, 7:30am, with no time for kid-cups or PB&J. You
drag the kid to the truck in his PJs, leave him there with the door locked, and
apologize profusely to the foreman who grumbles like your lazy sack of bones
is his weight to bear in this world.
Lunchtime, you find the kid unresponsive in the cab. It’s a fucking sauna
in there, even though you left the windows cracked. You make this-is-thelast-time-couldn’t-be-helped excuses to the foreman who says don’t bother
coming back, and you hightail it to the ER even though the bill is guaranteed
to get you evicted. You lie and tell the docs he was playing at the park all
morning.
“In his pajamas?”
“I’m waiting on the wash,” you mutter.
“There’s no dirt or sand on this boy.”
The cops show up after all, but the kid recovers with some fluids, and you
swear up and down you were with him the whole time at home. It’s just the
AC’s broke, and the window’s jammed. They file a caught-your-loser-ass
report and say someone’ll be around to check on you soon.
Back home, you crash on the couch and wake sometime in the pitch black.
The kid’s asleep on your chest, his little fists gripping your caked-up shirt.
You lay a hand on his back, hard with tiny ribs, and feel his body expand and
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contract like a balloon. You wonder when this God-forsaken life is gonna give
you half the break you deserve. Then you realize maybe it happened today. It
strikes you like a fucking epiphany. Some random stroke of luck saved your
sorry ass from a fate you can’t even fathom. A no-second-chances land.
You stroke the boy’s hair with salty sweat fingers, magic fucking wands.
He’s a dried-up, needy lump of clay, but he’s your lump of clay, and he’s gonna
dry rotten unless you do something craftsman with him. Picture it. The way it
happens. You mold him into a masterpiece. Now there’s a real fucking magic
trick. Maybe it’s time you start believing.
It happens like this.
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ANZHELINA POLONSKAYA
Translated from the Russian by Andrew Wachtel

And the Aspens Fade Away
Let the rain never grow still.
It beats into the gray iron of the aspens
And the aspens fade away, ringing into the night,
inside me.

The wounded won’t be thrown onto the ground,
won’t swear their love by their mother.
O, soul, you’re a strange disease,
Fire, fire.

Let the dead carry the living,
eyes wide open, in their transparent arms.
How often the dead have saved us,
their shadows.

The aspens don’t recall the axes
and seem to be flying away to other worlds,
where fate won’t let us meet.
Forgive me.
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To the Two of You
I’ve nowhere left to sail. Nowhere to sail.
All shores are the same. All cities.
I left you at the rudder
in parting, in winter.
Mute gestures cry out: go home!
You stand, always looking behind.
Mama.

This is my final leap into the void.
My last attempt to break out of the circle
of conception, shame and blood.
You don’t need a father when you’re young,
But when—in vain.

In the short night, I say to a streetlight
covered with fresh snow:
“You were a doctor. You had no right…”
To a streetlight.
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FABIÁN SEVERO
Translated from the Portuñol by Jesse Lee Kercheval and Laura Cesarco Eglin
from Night in the North

Thirty-eight
My house was a room.
We called it a matchbox.
In the room we had everything
the table, the kitchen
the sofas during the day and beds at night.

When someone wanted to go to the bathroom
that was in the backyard
after we’d all gone to bed
some on the sofa, others on the floor
they’d say watch out, I’m on my way
and everyone would be careful
so their head wouldn’t be stepped on.

It was awful to go to the bathroom at night.

I opened the door
looked around
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and crossed the backyard as fast as I could.
In winter
to warm the bathroom
my mom lit up a can with alcohol and put it in a corner.

They say there are houses
that have more than ten rooms
and the bathrooms are all inside
I don’t believe it.

Treintiocho
Miña casa era uma piesa.
Nos le disía la caya de fósfore.
Na piesa tíñamos tudo
la mesa, la cusiña
los sofá de día i cama de noite.

Cuando un quiría ir nel baño que ficava
nu patio dispós que todos se havían deitado
uns nel sofá, otros nel piso
un disía guarda que voi

i tudos se cuidavan
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pra que un no le pisara la cabesa.
Era horrible ir nel baño de noite.
Yo abría la porta
mirava pra todo lado
i crusava el patio a toda velosidade.

En inverno
pra isquentá u baño
miña main prindía uma lata con alcol
i botava nu cantito.

Dis que tein umas casa
que tienen más de dies piesa
i us baño fican todos dentro
yo no acridito.
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TIM RAYMOND

Countdown

T

HERE ARE THREE MEN: DAD and his twin boys Alex and Ellis. They live

in Ucross, Wyoming, a ranch town with 25 people in it. Buffalo is 17
miles away. Sheridan is 33.
One evening in summer, a countdown-timer appears in the sky over Ucross’s
one tiny schoolhouse. The numbers are digital and black. They are counting
down from 500 hours.
News of it spreads. Everyone has a different reaction. People in the cities
think many things: that it is a prank, a new product being developed by the
big tech-companies, a sign from aliens, a new weapon being developed by the
government, the end-of-times and return of Jesus Christ. Some people think
it is a very large psychological experiment that will prove useful in diagnosing
the source of America’s current unrest. A few people, mostly from outside the
cities, think nothing of it at all.
Dad is one of these aloof people. He saw the timer with his own two eyes, like
everybody else in Ucross, and simply went back to his business, which has to
do with leasing land all around Sheridan County. He is a busy man. He works
hard. His work is enough to maintain his denial that the timer is anything but
a normal, regular, everyday occurrence. In fact, he’s convinced himself that he
was, on some level, expecting it.
This, despite the twins’ more extreme reactions. Alex, 12 minutes older, has
become obsessive about pushups and bench-pressing. It’s always been his goal
to bench 300 pounds before graduating from high school. He was on track to
do that, but now the timer is counting down—to what? Things can’t end before
he reaches his goal! Dad was very strong in high school, and also in college, and
also later, when he was a professional football player. Strong. So must Alex be.
Ellis has taken, meanwhile, to counting and various other rituals. Rather, he
has been taken by them. He is documenting his actions, with a clear emphasis
on mistakes, in little notebooks, which are scattered around his room. He is
recording his steps, back and forth between the window and the door. He is
telling and retelling the world in hushed whispers why he cannot go to Hell if,
at the end of this countdown, the world gives way to something different.
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...
A TYPICAL 24-HOUR-PERIOD IN THE brief age of the Countdown is: Dad waking

up to make coffee, Alex coming upstairs just briefly to get a banana and a
protein shake, Ellis waltzing in and leaving and returning in more measured
steps, all of them exchanging nods and some polite words, Alex returning to his
sets without the proper and necessary rest, Ellis heading outside to circle the
house again in search of bad omens, Dad retiring to the study to sift through
papers and make some calls. Some of the clients he’s worked with for years
have, on account of the timer, up and quit their jobs, abandoning their homes
and businesses. They’re flying off to Guam or Paris or Nepal. Some, of course,
have stayed. Yes, many have. Dad respects these people. They are the ones who
commit. Commitment is strength—like with him, Dad, who was a kicker in the
NFL, and who continued playing for months even after another player stepped
right on his head. Commitment, drive, even through concussions.
Dad must, additionally, spend an hour or so each day pointing a shotgun at
crazy, wayward trespassers who have come from the city looking for grace.

...
THEY LIVE IN THE DOME-HOUSE, which Mom originally chose. Mom is dead now.
Mom was a writer who published one novel about a woman living in Wyoming.
It became a bestseller, but not in America. She died in a car accident, just like the
woman in her novel did, at the same age as the woman in her novel, which was
called Wishers. The woman in the novel wished a whole lot. She found a spirit
living in a well who granted her wishes. Each wish cost the woman something,
however. A sacrifice.
After Mom died, Dad gathered up all the copies of her books and locked them
in the shed out back. He told the boys they were no longer readers. It became
true only for Mom’s book. Dad said to the boys that they needed to be strong,
and so the boys tried to be. They were too young to read the book when it came
out, and still they have yet to get to it.

...
OH NO, ELLIS HAS FOUND a bad omen. It is a snake in the backyard. What does

it mean? Could it be proof the apocalypse is imminent? Is Jesus finally returning
to root out the evil and bring the good ones home? What if Ellis is evil? He has
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never gone to church. He never prays. He’s never believed in any of it. Could
he have been wrong all these years? What does he have to do to change? He
doesn’t know any of the details from the story.
Ellis approaches the snake. It is rattling at him. He knows that’s not good,
but he desperately wants this snake gone, off the property, away from him,
immediately. There can be no bad omens near the dome-house. “Shoo,” Ellis
says, but the snake does not leave. Instead, it bites him.
It’s an especially serious problem, because Ellis’s instinct is not to scream
for help. Honestly, he’s feeling a mix of embarrassment, shame, agony, and
intense fear. What if he dies from the poison? What if he misses the end of the
countdown? What if it’s nothing, after all, and he’s dying on account of his own
messed-up thinking and insane behavior? Why is he such a sick, weird person?
Why can’t he calm down? What does he have to do? He starts crawling toward
the house. The pain gets to be too much, and so he moans, which Dad hears.
Dad wanders out with the shotgun.
“It’s me,” Ellis says. “Sorry.”
“Oh,” says Dad, and then stares at the sky. And then goes to get the car ready.

...
ALL THREE OF THEM GO to the hospital in Buffalo. Alex doesn’t want to be

going. He’s got some reverse- incline presses that need doing. It’s not that he’s
callous. He knows there’s an antidote to snakebites.
“I hit 250,” he announces.
“Keep at it,” Dad says. Obviously, Alex will.
In the back of the car, Ellis is counting, at least at first. After a while, he’s
vomiting.
The doctors bandage his hand and monitor his vitals and give him all the
necessary shots and pills. They want to keep him overnight for observation.
That’s a killer for Dad and Alex, who have big things they need to attend to.
Alex begins doing pushups right there in the hospital room. Dad looks out the
window and starts talking about birds. Eagles. One dive-bombed an antelope
and killed it. The eagle did it a few times. It always killed the weaker, sicker
antelope. So, try selling land like that, with that, in that. Go on and try. Ellis
hears this through the haze of pain and medication and assumes Dad’s mad at
him. Alex is listening, but not registering what exactly is happening.
“Excuse me?” the doctor says.
“Hello,” Dad says, before going outside to look at the birds.
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“Has he been displaying any odd behavior?” the doctor asks Alex, who finishes
a set of diamond-pushups before answering.
“What do you mean?” he asks.
“Any odd behavior? Any signs of, well, impairment?”
“No,” Alex says. “Dad’s strong. The strongest I know. He played football,
you know? Excuse me.” He does one more set.
“Yes, I know he played football.”
“One of the best.” Another set.
“Right,” the doctor says. “Ellis?”
“Dad is very busy,” Ellis says. “I’m keeping him. I’m keeping him.”
“Okay, then,” says the doctor. “If you’re sure. But don’t hesitate to call, you
know, if—”
“No if,” Alex says.
“I’m just saying, if there’s something. Or, you know, people are stressed
because of the timer.”
“No if, no stress,” Alex says. “Thank you.”
They say they’re sure, but they are wrong. In fact, Dad has been showing
many signs of cognitive impairment. He is watering only one patch of grass.
He is walking into walls and forgetting things and putting water in his cereal.
He’s messed up some leases and fielded complaints from clients he’s had for
years. He’s been talking to Mom in his sleep. The boys just haven’t noticed.

...
THE NEXT DAY, WHILE DRIVING home, Dad stops the car and wanders into the

street, saying, “Could have sworn, could have sworn.” Alex gets out of the car
and asks what Dad was so sure about.
“Nails,” Dad says.
“The car’s in the middle of the road,” Alex tells him. “I don’t see any nails.”
“Yes, yes,” Dad says, and begins walking home.
“The car’s this way,” Alex says, but he has to say it a few times.
At home, after Dad’s retired to the study, Alex and Ellis stand together in
the kitchen. Alex is fixing a protein shake. Ellis is getting some water so he can
swallow his large pain-pills. A silence opens up between them. How will they
fill it?
“You okay, then?” Alex asks.
“Yeah,” Ellis says. “You?”
“Yeah, sure.”
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“Yeah. Dad’s tired, probably. Yeah.”
“Yeah.”
“Yeah, 250 is good.”
“Thanks,” Alex says. “You want some protein?”
“Oh, yeah? Is it good?”
“Yeah, so good. Want to come spot me?”
“I want to take a walk,” Ellis says. “Yeah. Yeah.”
“Exercise, good,” Alex says, and pauses. “Timer’s under 150, did you see it?”
“Yeah, I guess we’ll see.” “Yeah.”
They talk a little more about the protein and then part ways.

...
THE FINAL 100 HOURS ARE pretty hard to watch. Dad’s not making any sense,
Alex has upped his set-count, and Ellis is now praying every spare moment. The
boys both think, in their own way, that if they do enough, the timer will, perhaps,
simply disappear. Dad’s thinking, at this point, is basically nonexistent. He’s
pretty sure there are nails everywhere.
Ellis hasn’t eaten enough, and the pain pills have left him groggy and loopy.
Alex’s overtraining has left him tired and achy, often out of breath. Also, he’s
caught a cold. Also, Dad has just put hot sauce in his coffee. He is dumping the
coffee onto a plant. He is telling Mom that the car’s transmission is bad.
On the final day, they wake up in different rooms, and stay separated for most
of the day. Is their lack of energy due to depression, or fear, or exhaustion? Or all
of the above?

...
THEY EMERGE FOR THE FINAL minutes. Ucross is full of cars and people.
Everyone wants to be close when the timer hits zero. Some people are cheering.
Some are holding signs. Some are praying.
Dad and the boys have set up lawn-chairs in the backyard and are watching
the seconds vanish into the ether. Alex and Ellis are shaking, for many reasons.
Dad sees a bird and gets distracted.
“Coming?” he says.
“What is?” asks Ellis.
Alex sneezes and coughs and moans.
“Yep,” says Dad.
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A silence opens up. How will they fill it? With hugs? Secrets? Will they say
they love each other? Will they say everything they needed to say for years but
never knew how? Or, instead, will they all tremble on their own and cry a little
and wait for whatever’s going to happen to happen?
Ellis is peeing some in his pants.
At exactly zero, Dad falls over dead. Nothing else in the world happens.

...
MORE SILENCE, FILLED BY WHAT? The world’s collective sigh of both relief
and disappointment. Also, Alex and Ellis’s breathy recognition that they are
sick and alone and don’t know what to do.
They call 911, but no one answers. They think to prepare the car, but the
roads are blocked by the crowds. Plus, Dad is dead. He’s gone cold. There’s a
smile on his face. It makes Alex and Ellis both feel sadder. Sadder and, oddly,
bitter.
It is especially horrific because Alex’s body is his whole life, and now look
at this, this strong body that just gave out. Without warning? No, not without
warning. Deep inside, on some level, Alex knows there were warnings, which
he chose not to acknowledge. Recall the doctor’s concern! Alex looks at Ellis,
who feels guilty, and who is praying, counting, and touching Dad’s face again
and again.
“Knock that shit off,” Alex tells him. Ellis doesn’t respond. “I said,” Alex
says, “knock that shit off,” and then he goes and hits Ellis in the face. He kicks
dirt on him. He steps on his head. He does many things that make him forget
the feelings of remorse and despair and weakness.
There’s snot all over his face.

...
THE FIGHT, IF YOU CAN call it that, doesn’t last for long. When it’s over, the
boys drag Dad into the house and lay him out on the couch. Then they make
coffee. Then they sit at the table. Ellis is bleeding from a few different cuts.
“I didn’t mean it,” Alex says. Ellis says, “I— I— I— I— I— I— I— I—”
“Jesus,” Alex says. Look at his brother going crazy. Look at him closing his
eyes and mouthing nonsense to himself. Alex feels an itch, an urge to redirect
this bad energy toward something productive and useful. A set? No. Yes? No!
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He imagines doing pushups in rhythm with Ellis’s prayers. “Jesus,” he says
again. “Look at us. Ellis. For God’s sake, stop.”

...
IT TAKES A FEW DAYS for the people to clear out of Ucross. At that point,
when things outside feel more normal, the boys make the necessary calls and
appointments, and then they bury Dad right there in the backyard. If only you
could see them! They are not in a good place! Ellis has developed some new
rituals that he must repeat every time he enters or exits through a door. Any
door. Lest his brother be killed, too. Alex, shockingly, has stopped working out
altogether, which has messed with his hormone- levels, which has left him feeling
weird and lethargic. This, in addition to his other complicated and, frankly, bad
feelings. The boys aren’t eating enough or drinking enough water. They aren’t
sleeping. The house smells. They aren’t showering or washing their hands.
Ellis, desperate for routine, is walking in circles around the house again. Alex
has begun, on occasion, to join him, to still the urge to bench. They walk without
speaking. Round and round, in silence, filled by nothing, not even snakes. Like
they’re waiting for a death that forgot them.

...
ONE DAY, THEY PASS BY the shed, and Alex stops. Disrupting Ellis’s routine
is a no-no, so he moans. “Just shut up a second,” Alex says. It is the first thing
he’s said all day. Ellis shuts up, and begins cracking his knuckles. The pain, he’s
found, provides at least some temporary relief.
Alex is inspecting the shed. It’s locked, but there’s a key dangling from some
rope attached to the lock. Alex chuckles. Then he feels awful. How sick was
Dad? How clear were the signs?
He opens the shed, to which Ellis once again moans. Ellis, like he’s turned
into some animal, just moaning and cracking his knuckles and walking in
circles. “Come on,” Alex says to him, “come in with me.” When Ellis doesn’t
listen, Alex goes over and drags him toward the shed.
Ellis has to perform his ritual before stepping inside. It’s a lot of counting,
and drawing crosses, and saying his own name.
“Mom’s books,” Alex says, dusting off a box. He opens the box, decides better
of it, and picks the whole box up. Ellis gasps, because behind the box was a
snake, which is rattling now, loudly and angrily. Alex tries to back up slowly, no
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sudden movements, but the shed is difficult to maneuver in, especially while
holding a big box of books, especially when you haven’t eaten and feel weak.
The snake lashes out at Alex, barely missing his ankle. Alex stumbles backward
and falls out of the shed, onto the ground. Ellis is stuck doing his ritual. The
snake is rattling! It jumps, but Ellis finishes and exits just in the nick of time.
Alex is lying there, chuckling again. Ellis is mesmerized by the books that
have fallen out of the box. There were spiders in the box. They’re on the books
now. The whole world is dangerous.

...
ON THE COVER OF MOM’S book is a stone well in the middle of a pine forest. In
her author-photograph, she’s in a forest, but a different one. She looks happy.
The boys have brought a copy each into the kitchen, leaving the rest out in
the backyard. Nestled deep inside of both Alex and Ellis is this new idea, one
they can only barely acknowledge, that they should read this novel. It is time.
They sit down and look at the pages. Alex has opened the book to the middle
of the story. The hero, Alice, is asking the spirit in the well to save her sister,
who is sick. The spirit wants to know who or what will die, that the sister might
live. Alice doesn’t know.
“Ellis,” Alex says. But when Ellis looks at him, Alex doesn’t know what to
say.
Ellis is looking at the first page, the first sentence, which reads, “Alice had
spent most of her life not knowing what was what.” Ellis reads the sentence
eight times, then moves on to the next.
“Ellis,” Alex says again, and this time just puts the book down and walks away.

...
IT IS HARD TO CONCENTRATE, is the problem. It’s the same for Ellis. For days, the

boys leave the books on the table, and hardly even go near them. It’s painful. In
fact, weeks pass. The idea nags at them, however, and so they return, to try again. It
does not go well. The stillness makes Alex’s body feel crazy. He digs his fingernails
into his thigh. Ellis is talking to himself, which annoys Alex. Alex punches him. “I
wish you weren’t crazy,” he says, to which Ellis says nothing. Alex leaves.
That night, Ellis returns to the shed. He’s got a brand new plan. What is it?
It’s to find the snake and get bitten, so that he can die, so that he can stop. The
truth is, he’s tired of being crazy, too.
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Once he’s inside, though, he gets scared and changes his mind. Also, seeing
all of the old stuff in the shed has made him feel strange, even nostalgic. The
feeling in his gut is odd, and even though the warmth makes him need to use
the bathroom, in an uncomfortable way, he decides he wants to cultivate the
feeling, at least for a few seconds, because doesn’t it feel a bit like relief? He
moves to leave, but then can’t get the ritual right. A spider is on the door. It’s a
big one. Ellis is panicking.
At this exact moment, Alex has a dream, in which he finds the well from
Wishers. The spirit is Dad. He’s asking Alex who needs to die. “Mom already
died,” Alex says.
“No,” says Dad.
“Yes,” says Alex, and then he goes and kicks Dad in his head.
Once, then again.

...
UPON WAKING, ALEX FEELS THERE’S trouble. He gets up and goes to the shed

because, for whatever reason, that feels like the place to be. Call it the magic
between twins. Call it chance. Call it whatever.
There’s Ellis, stuck in the shed. Alex goes in and pulls him out. Ellis moans,
because the ritual! Alex does not care.
“What is that?” he asks. Ellis lets fall a clock he found on a shelf in the shed.
It’s an old one, a classic ticker.
“Are you okay?” Alex asks, but Ellis doesn’t answer.
“I’m sorry,” Alex says, but again.

...
BUT THEY KEEP THAT CLOCK, setting it up on the table, next to the books.
Alex considers talking about his dream, and the timer, and what he thinks it all
might mean, but then, how to do that? His mouth freezes. So, instead, he simply
winds up and sets the clock. It begins ticking. Alex looks at Ellis, to explain that
much, but Ellis seems to already know. He sits down. His stomach gurgles.
Alex sits down, as well. They read for one minute, then stop when the alarm
sounds.
The next day, it’s two minutes, then three, then four, then back to three,
because four is too long for them. They get uncomfortable. Alex gets uneasy
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and can’t handle Ellis’s tapping on the table. He wants to kick Ellis in the head.
He wants to, but also doesn’t want to. So.
Three, four, five, four, four, four, four, five, four, three, two, two, two, two, three,
four, five, six. After about a month and a half, they can read for eight straight
minutes. Ellis is a much slower reader, so Alex rereads, to make it even. They
talk about what they have read. They listen to each other. They don’t mention
Mom yet, or Dad. Only the book. They’re about at the same part of the plot right
now. Alice has found the well. She’s deciding what she wants. The boys settle
in and find out, then take a break for lunch.
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SARAH MOLLIE SILBERMAN

Third Date

I

T IS A GOOD FIRST date place: a taqueria with a rooftop patio that is neither

packed nor empty, and where the waiter sort of forgets about them for
twenty-minute intervals. Their table is near the edge of the patio, with a
view of the ramen shop across the street, a line snaking out the front door, and a
woman selling cups of sliced mango on the sidewalk. After one round of beers,
it is going well enough that Caitlyn suggests splitting a pitcher of margaritas.
The pitcher arrives, and she decides to make a confession: on the walk from
her office to the restaurant, she stepped into a crosswalk and thought, If I am
struck by a car, I will not have to go on this date.
Matthew grins and squeezes lime into his glass. “Thank you for choosing
me over death.”
“You’re welcome,” Caitlyn says. She is pleasantly surprised. Matthew is
attractive without being alarmingly attractive, and he actually appears to be
the height listed on his profile (six feet). He is in a blue button-down shirt,
good jeans, and burgundy Vans, which suggests sartorial awareness without
vanity. She knows from his profile that he is twenty-four, the same age as she
is. He describes his taste in television and books and music as hipster adjacent.
Do you like Bill Murray and tacos and ball pits/art installations? the profile says.
Me too!
They work their way through the pitcher. Caitlyn is basically a first-date
expert:
You drink.
You express opinions about brunch or hot sauce or kickball leagues.
You avoid the subject of relationships.
She brushes a grain of margarita salt from her mouth and talks about her
roommate, who recently acquired a Roomba, and how the two of them will open
a bottle of wine and watch the Roomba vacuum its way around the apartment,
like something from The Jetsons.
Matthew, in turn, describes his first apartment in D.C., a group house where
no one ever vacuumed. “It was barely habitable,” he says. “A toilet fell from
the ceiling into the living room a month after I moved in. The landlord tried to
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make us pay for it.” The story is well rehearsed—both of their stories are—but
there is an undercurrent of flirtation that makes the whole exchange a little
electrifying. By the time the waiter drops the check on their table, they have
been on the patio for more than three hours.
“Want to split it?” Caitlyn asks.
“Nope,” Matthew says. “No way.” He tosses his credit card on top of the
check, and Caitlyn catches a glimpse of his last name, Hall. She feels a twinge
of guilt. He does not know her last name, yet; she will be able to Google him
before he Googles her.

...
SHE WAITS UNTIL THE NEXT day to do it, a solid twelve hours of restraint and

maturity. The problem is there are pages and pages of Matthew Halls, real estate
developers and ophthalmologists and protein beverage enthusiasts. She adds
DC to the search criteria, which yields an attorney at law, a fifty-eight-yearold resident of Falls Church, Virginia, and a personal trainer. She tries social
media—still, no luck.
That afternoon, Matthew texts a picture of Dick Cheney, a reference to last
night’s conversation about online dating and the ubiquity of dick pics. Caitlyn
laughs out loud. She combs through the Internet, finds a picture of Dick Van
Dyke, and texts it back.
He replies with an image of Richard Nixon.
Racy, she writes.
I thought it was tasteful, he replies. A minute later: Are you around Saturday?
I am, she says.
They exchange messages over the next two days, each proposing progressively
more terrible date ideas. Every time Caitlyn’s phone buzzes with a text, her
heart flutters.
I need to get my license renewed, Matthew says. Want to go to the DMV?
I hear Newark is nice, she says. Day trip?
On second thought, he says, how about dinner?
Dinner? she says. Well, okay.

...
ON FRIDAY, CAITLYN GOES OUT with a new guy named Todd. He is twenty-
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seven, looks sort of like Bobby Kennedy, and claims to go rock climbing on a
regular basis, evidenced by a profile picture in which he clings to the side of an
indoor rock wall, muscles flexed. Caitlyn is not especially interested in Todd,
but she agreed to the date before she met Matthew and, if she cancels, Matthew
will inevitably disappear. It is the way the universe works: If you cancel because
you are excited about someone else, that someone else will never materialize.
They meet at a bar with arcade games and drink beer next to the skee-ball
machine. Todd talks about his job, which has something to do with lobbying
and grocery store chains. Then he talks about how he might apply to business
school next year. “Or maybe law school,” he says. “But probably business
school.”
“Cool.” Caitlyn finishes her beer. Todd seems perfectly fine, but also like
someone who avoids eye contact during sex. There is no question that he
compares unfavorably to Matthew—she wonders, actually, what Matthew
would think of him. Business school, he might say. What a novel idea. “How do you
feel about skee-ball?” she asks.
A minute later, she is feeding a five-dollar bill into the quarters machine, and
they play until the quarters are gone, and Todd suggests tequila shots, and things
pick up from there. They drink the shots and challenge two Todd lookalikes
to a game of foosball, and Caitlyn is outstanding at foosball, with excellent
reflexes and precision hand-eye coordination, and together they destroy their
opponents. By the time the game is over, she feels a genuine affection for Todd,
who she will probably never see again, possibly because she will never see him
again. But the two of them have shared a unique if unremarkable experience,
one of many experiences she will collect over the course of her lifetime. I am
drunk, she thinks. To Todd, she says, “Where’s the bathroom?”
“Near the bar,” Todd says.
Caitlyn walks around the large, crowded room two and a half times before
she finds it. It has narrow stalls, a floor slick with water, an anemic hand dryer.
She checks her phone and discovers a text from Matthew: a link to a restaurant
just above Dupont Circle. How about this place tomorrow? he writes. The restaurant
is newish, one she has been meaning to try.
I had a nice time playing foosball, she thinks, and now I would like to leave.
She finds Todd at the Ms. Pac-Man machine. “So my roommate locked herself
out of the apartment,” she says. “I have to go let her in.” He offers to wait with
her until her Uber arrives, which means they have seven minutes to leave the bar,
walk to the end of the block, and kiss for a while next to a mailbox. The kissing
is not decisively pleasant or unpleasant, but a way to occupy the time. Matthew,
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she is certain, will be a better kisser. The Uber arrives and, to Todd’s credit, he
does not try to join her in it.

...
SATURDAY IS OVERCAST, THREATENING RAIN that never arrives. Caitlyn sleeps
late and scrambles eggs and drinks lots of water. She contemplates a run but,
instead, applies a face mask that has no discernible effect on her face and reads
a third of an article about the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, her brain muddled
with a hangover. She abandons the article to watch television, a spy drama in
which the characters wear elaborate disguises and murder innocent and less
innocent people. At six o’clock, Caitlyn showers and dries her hair. She applies
mascara and eyeliner. She slides a black dress over her head, printed with tiny
blue flowers, and studies her reflection in the mirror outside the bathroom.
“What do you think?” she asks her roommate.
“You’re going to fall in love and move out and abandon me.” The roommate
sips from a can of seltzer water. “What about shoes?”
“Are heels too much?”
“Sometimes too much is good,” the roommate says.
Caitlyn steps into a pair of taupe heels. She teeters in them for a few seconds,
imagines falling spectacularly down a flight of stairs, and replaces them with
flats. She is nervous, suddenly. She is less experienced with second dates. “Do
we have anything to drink?”
“Yes,” her roommate says, “but do you need a Xanax?”
“Maybe,” Caitlyn says.

...
AT THE RESTAURANT, THE HOSTESS leads them past a green-tiled bar, to an
improbably small table. Caitlyn looks across it, at Matthew, who is every bit as
appealing as she remembered, and asks about his Friday night.
“It was pretty uneventful,” he says, smiling. “I stayed in and watched a movie.”
“Same,” she says, and it almost feels true, her night with Todd a distant
memory. They talk about the movie he watched, Blade Runner, and other movies
from the 1980s, RoboCop and Big and Don’t Tell Mom the Babysitter’s Dead, which
was technically made in 1991 but is rife with shoulder pads and, therefore, in
the spirit of the ’80s. They order drinks, and Caitlyn talks about her two older
siblings, a brother in Seattle and a sister outside of Pittsburgh, where they
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grew up. “My brother flew my sister and me to Seattle in April,” she says. “We
spent five days drinking and riding bikes and it was great until my sister picked
a fight with my brother’s girlfriend, and my brother’s girlfriend threw a slice
of vegan pizza at her head.” She takes a sip of water. “My brother’s girlfriend
is, like, thirty.”
She asks about Matthew’s family and learns he is an only child, divorced
parents. “I was in high school when they separated, but they waited four years
before they officially went through with it,” he says. “My dad wanted my mom
to be able to stay on his health insurance.”
“Wow,” Caitlyn says.
“Yeah,” Matthew says. “They’re the most pragmatic people you’ll ever meet.”
There is a brief, weird moment in the conversation, just after the food
arrives: Caitlyn asks where he went to school, and he names a small college in
the Midwest. “I’ve heard of it,” she says. A friend from her last job went there;
she describes it as like summer camp, but with more drugs. “It’s small, right?”
“Tiny.”
“Do you know Eva Nelson? She would have graduated a year or two after
you.”
He reaches for the saltshaker. “The name sounds sort of familiar.” He twists
the top off, holding the metal in one hand, the glass in the other. Here, he seems
to realize that it is odd to take apart a saltshaker. He replaces the top and returns
it to the center of the table. “What’s her last name again?”
“Nelson,” Caitlyn says. She watches as Matthew picks up his wine glass and
rotates the stem back and forth, a nervous gesture.
“Maybe I’d recognize her if I saw her,” he says. His voice is casual, but there
is a hint of strain, lurking.
He slept with her, Caitlyn thinks. She does not, of course, know it for sure—it
is just a feeling. Not a disqualifying one. It would have been at least three years
ago, and Eva is not petty or territorial about guys. She has slept with plenty of
them. So, for that matter, has Caitlyn.
Caitlyn changes the subject, and the moment is over.

...
AFTER DINNER, THEY WALK TO the bodega on the corner and Matthew buys

two Choco Tacos, which he claims is the perfect dessert, and they eat them as
they walk nowhere in particular, and he says, “You remind me of the girl I had a
crush on in high school,” and she says, “Ha,” and he says, “She was indifferent to
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me,” and she says, “You think I’m indifferent to you?” and he says, “I try not to
think about it too hard.” A few minutes later, he stops in front of an apartment
building with a wrought-iron door. “This is me,” he says. “Want to come up?”
When she does not answer right away, he says, “We can sit on opposite ends
of my couch. It will be very civilized.”
“Okay,” she says. “Sure.”
They go inside and sit on Matthew’s couch. “I like your place,” she says. The
truth is that the apartment, or the living room, at least, is more drably guy-like
than she anticipated, with the kind of furniture you would find in a grandparent’s
basement. The couch is upholstered in brown corduroy fabric, the coffee table
is nicked, the television is large. The only art on the wall is an unframed Ansel
Adams print: a flat white lake, a mountain.
Matthew explains that he was trying to emulate the design sensibility of a
sad, middle-aged bachelor, and Caitlyn laughs too loudly, and then he leans over
and kisses her. They kiss for a few minutes, long enough for her to understand
that he is a good kisser. She likes the pressure of his mouth, the way he cups
the back of her head lightly with one hand. She is also aware of more mundane
things, like her dress riding up, and the couch upholstery against the back of
her bare legs, and Matthew’s ticking wristwatch. She lifts a hand to his hair
and finds it slightly sticky with hair product. He shifts, and she finds herself
reclining, her head resting uncomfortably against the arm of the couch. They
remain like this for a minute, until she sits up. “Actually,” she says. “Can I have
a glass of water?”
“Oh,” he says. “Of course.” He goes to the kitchen and returns with water,
the glass clinking with ice cubes.
She takes a drink, sets the glass on the coffee table. “I should probably go,”
she says. She says it because the performance of the date has left her physically
exhausted, and because she would like to be alone, in a quiet place, to enjoy the
idea Matthew, and because she could sleep with him tonight, and that would
be fine, but she feels no real urgency to do it.
“Really?” he says. “You can sleep over, if you want.”
“Maybe next time?” Here, she knows, is where a certain percentage of guys
would either try to talk her into staying, or start acting like overt dickheads.
“Are you around next week?”
Matthew settles back against the couch and runs a hand through his hair.
“Totally,” he says. A moment later, he stands, walks her to the door, kisses her
goodbye.

166

SARAH MOLLIE SILBERMAN

FICTION

...
AT HOME, CAITLYN CHANGES INTO pajamas, washes her face, and settles into

the easy chair in the living room. It is only eleven o’clock, and she half-watches
an episode of the spy show while she thinks about her night with Matthew. On
screen, the spy meets one of her assets, a cardigan-wearing grandfather type,
and the asset opens a bottle of wine, pouring two glasses. Caitlyn remembers
Matthew twirling the wine glass in his hand, anxious. She reaches for her phone
and texts her friend, Eva. Random question, she says. Do you know Matthew Hall?
You went to college with him?
She sets the phone on the arm of the chair. A minute later, it buzzes.
Yikes, Eva writes. Why?
I sort of went on a date with him?
Her phone starts buzzing—Eva is calling—and she mutes the television.
“You’re not going out with him again are you?” Eva says.
“Um,” Caitlyn says.
“I think he, like, raped a girl.”
On the television screen, the spy smashes the wine bottle against a countertop
and holds a jagged edge to the asset’s throat. The phone grows hot against
Caitlyn’s ear. She tries to process the word raped. The word raped makes very
little sense in this context. “Wait,” she says. “What?”
“I mean, he didn’t like drag her into a bush or anything.” Eva sounds slightly
less sure of herself. “It was something to do with sexual misconduct. The girl
was a friend of a friend but I barely knew her, so I was never really clear on the
specifics.”
“But you’re sure that he, like, did something?” Caitlyn watches as the spy
drags the bottle across the asset’s throat, and the asset crumples to the floor.
“Am I sure?” Eva says. “Do you need, like, documentation?”

...
CAITLYN SITS IN THE CHAIR and stares at the television. She turned it off at

some point—her watery reflection hovers in the screen, ghostlike. A hundred
thoughts cycle through her brain at once. They can pretty much be reduced to
three thoughts:
He raped someone.
He did not rape someone.
He did something that exists in the broad, gray area of raping someone and
not raping someone.
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...
SHE IS FAMILIAR WITH THE gray area, because she is a girl, and because

practically every girl she knows has been there. Her mother has probably been
there, though she would never, in a million years, talk to Caitlyn about it.
She picks up her phone and Googles Matthew Hall for the second time in
five days, including the name of his college in the search. The first result is an
article from an Ohio newspaper, dated three years earlier. It describes a civil
suit filed against the college by Matthew Hall, Class of 2014.
Hall filed the suit in December, after a student conduct panel acquitted him of sexual
misconduct charges. The suit alleges the college failed to complete an investigation within a
timely manner and that it engaged in discrimination against Hall based on his sex. The suit
was settled out of court. The details of the settlement are sealed.
She reads the article a second time, focusing on the word acquitted. The word
acquitted suggests there is insufficient evidence to find a person culpable. “He
was acquitted,” she says, aloud, to the television.
Sophomore year of college, Caitlyn and two friends, Patrick and Margot,
played Monopoly in Patrick’s dorm room, drinking orange-flavored vodka, and
halfway through the bottle Caitlyn was impaired enough to accidentally knock
the thimble off the board—and the dog, and the shoe—and her capacity for
capitalism was severely limited, and she crawled into Patrick’s bed, pelted little
plastic hotels at her friends, and fell asleep, and, when she woke, Margot was
gone, and Patrick was in the bed, spooning her, and she could feel his breath
on the back of her neck, and she could feel his erection pressed against her
back, and she lay there for a period of time, trying to decide if it was better to
feign sleep or to do something, and Patrick’s hand moved from her hip to her
stomach, sliding beneath her shirt, and she thought go go go go go as his hand slid
to the underwire of her bra, and then the fire alarm went off, blaring GO GO
GO GO GO and she swung her legs over the side of the bed and went.

...
THE WEIRD THING IS THAT when Matthew texts Caitlyn on Sunday morning,
she texts him back.
My couch misses you, he says.
Oh? she says.
You should probably come over, he says, to keep it company.
She thinks, He was acquitted.
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She thinks, I have spent a total of seven hours with this person.
She thinks, Are rapists good kissers?
She sets the phone on the bed, covers it with a pillow, and goes on a fourmile run. She returns to the apartment and takes a cold, numbing shower. She
wraps a towel around her body and lies in bed, wet hair soaking into the pillow.
She thinks about her friend, Patrick, who is no longer her friend, though they
never talked about Monopoly night, and they continued to be friends for a full
year after it. She thinks about her friend, Margot, and her response when Caitlyn
told her what had happened. Gross, she said. Was Patrick drunk?
She wonders if Patrick, four years later, is having success online dating.
She dresses and goes to the living room, where her roommate is on the couch,
in pajamas, sipping coffee and eating from a bag of bite-size Tostitos. “Hey,”
she says. “How was last night?”
“It was weird,” Caitlyn says.
“He was weird,” the roommate says, “or the date was weird?”
“Both?”
The roommate eats a Tostito, chewing thoughtfully. “Do you want to see him
again?”
“Maybe,” Caitlyn says.
“Second dates are weird. If you go out with him again and it’s still weird, you
never have to see him again.” The roommate takes a sip of coffee. “Right?”
Back in her room, Caitlyn looks at her phone and finds another text from Matthew:
an emoji of a boy and a girl sitting on a couch, a pink heart floating between them.
They make plans to see a movie the day after next, which gives her thirty-six
hours to cancel. (She will probably cancel.) Just in case, she suggests a theater
some distance from his apartment, to eliminate the possibility that they will
casually wander by it.

...
MATTHEW IS BY THE TICKET kiosk when Caitlyn arrives at the theater, and

she sees him a few seconds before he sees her, long enough to find reassurance
in something about his appearance. It is his cardigan, she realizes. It is hard to
imagine a rapist going to a store, buying a cardigan.
He kisses her on the cheek and hands her a ticket. “What’s your stance on
popcorn?”
“Pro,” she says.
The movie turns out to be talky and aimless, the characters good-looking
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and neurotic. There is a road trip and an interlude at a drugstore for emergency
contraception and an extended scene involving bumper cars. There are themes
of youth and the fleeting nature of youth and the frivolity of youth. After,
Matthew suggests a drink, and Caitlyn agrees because the movie has had the
effect of making her own life feel less real—her concerns about Matthew flimsy
and insubstantial, lacking in urgency.
They go to a Thai restaurant across the street, sit at the bar, and order drinks
garnished with orange slices.
“You’re quiet.” He plucks the straw from his drink and taps it against the
side of his glass. “I have a feeling you talked to your friend.”
She nods.
“And she told you what, exactly?”
“I think it would be better if you told me what happened.”
They watch the bartender slice a lime in half, and then slice the halves into
quarters, and then Matthew starts to describe a night his junior year of college:
going to a party, talking to a girl, leaving with the girl. As he talks, he contorts the
straw, twisting it, bending it. “I liked her,” he says, “and she asked me to walk her
back to her dorm. And we had both been drinking, obviously, but neither of us
was, like, incapacitated.” In her room, they had sex. They exchanged numbers
and he left feeling excited about her—a new, cute girl—but when he texted the
next day, she never responded. He had no idea anything was wrong until two
weeks later, when he got an email from the Office of Student Conduct with
instructions to report to them within forty-eight hours.
He says, “She was a freshman, and I think the transition to college was hard
for her.”
He says, “Her family sounded religious. Maybe she felt, like, guilt or
something.”
He says, “It was the worst eight weeks of my life.”
It resulted, as Caitlyn knows, in his acquittal. The story, as he presents it,
is reasonable and believable, even if it skims over some details. Even if many
stories are reasonable and believable until you’ve heard the other side of them.
“That’s pretty much it,” he says, tossing the straw on the bar. He reaches
for Caitlyn’s hand and lightly taps on her thumb, her pointer finger, her three
remaining fingers, one at a time. “I like your nail polish,” he says.
“It’s chipped,” she says.
“I thought it was chipped on purpose.”
“It’s not.”
He drains his glass and asks the bartender where the bathroom is, sliding
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off the stool, walking to the back of the restaurant. Caitlyn remains seated. She
watches the bartender muddle a cherry in a glass and then fishes the orange
slice from her drink, digging a thumbnail into the peel. She could leave right this
second, if she wanted to. Matthew does not know her last name, or where she
lives. He does know her phone number, but incoming calls can be blocked. She
finishes her drink and decides it would be useful to inspect the contents of his
brain, to sift through them to determine which of his statements are true, and
which are less true. She is thinking this when he returns from the bathroom.
“Do you want to get out of here?” he asks.
“Together?”
“Together, yes.” He drums his fingers on the bar and half-smiles. “You seem
dubious.”
“I’m trying to decide if you’re a threat to my well-being.” She does not know
if she is serious or joking. Or: She is trying to decide if he is a threat to her
well-being but, in this moment, her well-being feels like an abstraction, like
something hardly worth shaping a decision around.
“I am a big, huge threat.” He plucks a twenty from his wallet and sets it on the
bar, his hand brushing against a cocktail napkin, which flutters to the floor. “Are
we going?”
Caitlyn peers at the white square of a napkin settled at the foot of her barstool.
She is reminded of last summer, when she and her roommate climbed from the
third floor fire escape to the roof to watch fireworks. The ladder was ancient,
barely clinging to the side of the building. She had stepped from the first rung to
the second, the metal hot against her bare feet, before pausing to glance at the
rectangle of concrete beneath them.
It’s safe, right? she said.
Sure, the roommate said.
“Okay,” she says.
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North, Toward Loris

T

HEY CALL ME CRAZY HERE. To stay out of jail, my county appointed lawyer

and I agree—yes, I’m crazy. The food at least is better in the hospital.
Didn’t take a shit for days last time I was in jail, partly because I didn’t
eat and partly because how am I supposed to do business with nothing but a
curtain between me and a hundred other women? So I’m here at the hospital
when the rivers begin to flood.
The Lumber and PeeDee and Waccamaw Rivers are flooding in North Carolina
and the flooding will soon reach me, only I don’t know it yet. I don’t know the
Governor has called for evacuating the hospital. I don’t even know it’s raining
and has been raining for days because I don’t have a window. I only know I miss
my baby.

...
MY BABY HAS DARK HAIR and dark eyes. My baby shines. My baby looks like

an angel. There is a light that comes from my baby.

...
THEY TOOK MY BABY BECAUSE they said I was crazy. They used a different

word, something I can’t pronounce. They said I was on drugs. And now I’m in
their hospital and they give me more drugs. They give me drugs so I can sleep
and eat and wake and shit.
The morning of the flood, I wake up to the sound of the nurse out of breath,
the squeaking of her orthopedic shoes that look like tugboats on her feet. She’s
fat and white. There’s a fat, black one, too, but at least the black one has a nice
smile with straight teeth. Like my baby, nice teeth is something I care about.
Even for all the drugs and hard living—hard living is what Mama calls it—my
teeth are straight and clean. Like the fat, black nurse, I have nice teeth, too. I
floss my teeth every day. My teeth are packed so tight I have to yank the thread
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between them and my gums bleed. Flossing my teeth is a bloody process.
I call the black nurse with white teeth Ma’am. I call the white nurse with
bad teeth Fattie, but only in my head. To her face, I say Ma’am, too, but I don’t
mean it like I do with the other one. To the fat white nurse with bad teeth, I say
Ma’am in a way that shows respect at the same time it’s showing dislike.
“We got to get you safe,” Fattie says. “Governor says we got to move you.
That it ain’t safe here.”
“It ain’t safe anywhere,” I say.
She lays clean clothes on the foot of my bed: underwear, sports bra, tan pants
and tan shirt. I put them on, my movements real slow so Fattie will have to see
my naked body, so she will have to see that my body is beautiful and long and I see
she wishes my body were hers even if it comes with this life. With this addiction.
When I’m no longer naked and Fattie is no longer watching me, she hands me
my pills. Two bulky capsules—horse pills Mama says—a little blue one, and a
papery thin white one. The white one’s the one that gives me the shits.

...
MY BABY DOESN’T CRY. WHEN I hold my baby against me, she disappears into

me. Mama says my baby likes avocado. Mama gives my baby half an avocado
and my baby scoops out its flesh with its fingers and slips it into its mouth and
sucks off its fingers and my baby stays clean. Mama says my baby is learning
how to swim. She holds my little baby up on the pool ledge and sings Humpty
Dumpty and says whee and pulls my baby into the water. Mama says my baby
laughs every time. Mama says my baby learning how to float, but how a baby
gonna float unless it’s dead?

...
TWO DEPUTIES COME IN WITH ugly ass uniforms and ugly ass faces. They

sound like me talking to Fattie. The words that come out of them are soft and
hard at the same time. “You puppets taking me on a date?” I say.
“Gonna be a flood,” the black one says.
“Gonna take you somewhere safe,” the white one says.
In here, there’s always one black and one white of everything.
The white one leaves and brings back another patient, this one old with
creases running along her dark face. Her hands are cuffed in front, which means
she ain’t a threat. Old Ugly I say to myself.
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The black deputy comes to me and takes my wrists in each hand. His hands
are warm and dry and though he has an ugly ass face, I like the feeling of his
ugly ass hands on my wrists. “I guess this is a date,” I say, and I can feel a little
twitch in the deputy as if he wants to touch me.
Even though he hates me, he hates Old Ugly more. He can’t even touch her. Or
won’t. Hates her for what she represents. Hates her because he’s trying to be a black
man in a white world and a black woman like her is no help to him. She reinforces
the stereotype. Black equals crazy. Me, I’m just another crazy white girl.
Ugly ass black deputy is the last man to touch me.

...
MY BABY HAS WORDS. MY baby has words like mama and dada and more and

want. Mama brings my baby here on visiting day. When I hold my baby, it pulls
away from me and reaches for Mama. I want to slap my baby, and hold on to it
at the same time, take it back into my room and stick it under the covers with
me. I want it dark underneath those covers. I want to suffocate under those
covers with my baby. Then I remember it’s my baby. And I wouldn’t hurt it.
Ever. Mama shushes and bobs and pats and settles my baby down, thumb in
its mouth, index finger curled over its nose.

...
UGLY ASS DEPUTIES LEAD US to the van. I haven’t been outside in days. They’d

let me, but I like my room. My bed. I like to lay there thinking of my baby. I’m
not thinking of dying in the river, but I can smell it, the river, the dying. There’s
softness everywhere. And mist. The ground feels freshly tilled. The van seems
to exist in a cloud. Above us, there are no clouds, only a dull brown of sky, like
things have switched places, earth on top, cloud on the bottom. But there’s no
top and bottom in space, only floating.
Soon, we’ll float. North, toward Loris, where I used to pick peas at Mama B.’s
house. Where on the sunniest days, I took off my clothes and slipped into the
pond out back and the slime over the rocks felt like the softest, smoothest thing
I’d ever touch. Where I had my first kiss with Ronnie next house over leaning
against a barbed wire fence, separating us from a field of cows. My body will
float toward Mama B.’s. Toward her fields of corn and peas. Now bare. Mama B.
had a heart attack mowing her lawn five years ago. She’s dead. So is everybody
I know in Loris. My body goes in that direction anyway.
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...
ONLY THING IS, FIRST TIME I get in the hospital is because I hurt my baby. I lied

when I said my baby doesn’t cry. Mama tells me when the baby cries, get out the
house, get out the house. Something in that cry tells me all I ever did wrong, so
I got to shut it up no matter what. Mama tells me, get on out the house and let
me handle this baby. You got to love a baby.

...
THE VAN SMELLS LIKE CAT piss, and it may as well because we in the back caged
up like two animals. I stretch my long legs out toward the wrinkly woman. She
hasn’t looked up once, and for a second, I feel bad for her, because she ain’t
looked up and who knows how long she’s been in the hospital and maybe she
weren’t so ugly when she showed up there but now she is and maybe I’ll be that
ugly some day, too.
When the deputies close and lock our doors and get in their places, something
tells me they need to switch. Ugly ass black deputy looks like he’d be the better
driver, but he ain’t the one driving. Once I see all the water in the road, not
clouds, but real water, and ditches overflowing, I say a prayer that we get where
we going. Lord help us, I say, though none of my prayers have helped me yet.
Through my cage, I see ugly ass white deputy’s hands latched on to the steering
wheel. He opens and closes them like his fingers got to take a break. We hit one
patch of water and the van skids and slides, and I can’t help myself. I’m scared,
so I say, “Oooh, this is some date!”
Ugly ass black deputy turns around. I see in his face he wants to hit me but
he can’t ’cause of the cage, so he just says, “You shut your mouth. This ain’t
easy and you ain’t making it any easier.”
And I do shut my mouth because the men in front are afraid, and now I’m
more afraid. I’m so afraid I’m not thinking of my baby. How I love my baby.
How I hurt my baby. None of it. I’m thinking, are we going to get the hell north
or be swallowed up by the river first?

...
WHEN MAMA FINDS MY BABY she says, you got to be the evilest thing I ever

seen, and your baby will have a scar. I say, I don’t remember hurting my baby
like that, and Mama says, that’s cause you don’t remember nothing when you
high. Which is better. If I don’t remember, it’s easier to believe it isn’t true.
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...
SUDDENLY, THE WACCAMAW IS EVEN with the overpass, and I see a rush of

water, and the pavement beneath us falls away like it isn’t nothing but sand.
There’s a sucking sound, and ugly ass white deputy says, “Hold on!” I’m trying
to, but the handcuffs make it hard. He’s turning the wheel like he’s steering the
van even though we ain’t on the ground anymore. Old Ugly across from me is
still looking down. It weren’t until then I start thinking maybe she’s on more
than I’m on. Maybe they give her so many meds, she don’t know we’re about
to die if we can’t get out this van.
In the back, without seatbelts, we’re pushed to the floor. It’s peaceful for a
moment and Old Ugly’s leg is on top of mine. I think of the dry hands of the
deputy, how the last time I was touched by a man—before the hospital—the
man I loved put his hands on me rough. He hurt me. Well, it weren’t the first
time, and he weren’t the first man. Don’t you think I hurt him, too? Don’t nobody
gonna hurt me and not get hurt back.
The van floats like it knows where to go, but both ugly ass deputies explode
in the front, screaming, calling on their radio; one of them turns on the siren
as if that’s going to help. If I don’t listen to them, and only go by what I feel, I
think, we gonna be okay, somehow the river’s gonna take us where we need to
be.
The river smell takes over the van because now the van is the river. We the
river when water starts coming in through the floor, first in trickles and streams,
then it pours. Since Old Ugly and me on the floor, we get wet all over. Still, she
don’t do nothing but lift her head. We trapped in the back and I got the feeling
ugly ass deputies going to save themselves quick. And who wouldn’t?
I’m wrong, though. They bang and kick to open the gate, but there’s a reason
it’s strong as it is. We aren’t supposed to get out. We dangerous. They both
try—ugly ass black deputy lasting longer than the white one. The white one
is older and he look like he about to die. They must have a plan because they
both try rolling down the windows at the same time, but only the passenger
window works. Both deputies scream through their mouths, but I don’t hear
nothing, all I hear is the river and what sounds like the far away siren, though
it’s right above our heads.
Once the window’s down and the white deputy escapes, the water’s up to
our chests and the van is submerged. Old Ugly and me trapped in the back. She
finally look scared, just like my baby did sometimes.
I try moving toward her. It seems we both try to go about our dying calmly.
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Once the water’s over our heads, my lungs feel like they fighting inside my chest
wanting to get out my body, and for a moment I think, what use was it to have
such a beautiful body?
I take my arms and slip them over Old Ugly’s head and down to her waist like
we dancing. We’re locked together now, my cuffed wrists resting in the small
of her back. Pelvis to pelvis. Our heads and backs and feet bump against the
roof of the van and the windows and the floor. The van jostles and moves with
the water. We sink, together.
Ugly ass black deputy gives up trying to help. He uses the driver side window
to squeeze out, but it’s not easy cause he’s no small man. There’s the slightest
tremor as he uses the door to push off once he’s out. He doesn’t look back, he
looks up, toward where he’s trying to get to, only everything looks the same.
Sky, earth and water, all a dull grey brown. His feet and legs kick furiously to
the surface. Old Ugly and I seem suspended and frozen as we watch him go.

...
WHEN THE PAIN IN MY lungs gets too bad, I close my eyes and tighten my grip
on Old Ugly. She feels like a ragdoll I had as a girl. She feels like my baby when it
sleep so deep, you could tickle the underarms and it wouldn’t wake up. I press
my body against Old Ugly and try to make her a part of me. My thighs become
her thighs, my mouth, hers. Her hands, still cuffed, are trapped between us.
They dig into my crotch. I try not to scream or cry or swallow. I turn the pain
and the fear into something that pushes us together. Eventually, I open my
mouth. I suck up as much water as I can because I’ve got to get something in
my lungs even if it’s going to kill me.

...
OLD UGLY GOES BEFORE ME. In the last moments, we float in the van, and the

van floats in the river, and that seems special, or spectacular somehow, like I’m
back inside Mama, and she swimming in the river on a rainy day.
Her body against mine, Old Ugly’s hair brushes against my cheek, only I don’t
call her that anymore. I feel her after she’s gone. I feel ugly ass black deputy,
too, the dry of his hands on my wrist. Even as water surrounds me, the heat
from his dry calloused palms are on me, and I imagine him coming up for air,
gasping, and then finally on dry land, safe, him still feeling me, too.
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...
THOUGH THE RIVER TRAVELS SOUTH, somehow the van—and our bodies

trapped inside—end up in north Conway a few miles from Loris. I’m not saying
it means anything, cause it don’t. Nobody I know in Loris anyway.
If I were saying that, don’t you think I’d mention Mama and my baby and
how I prayed they were safe an hour south of the inlet, how I was holding Old
Ugly and hoping Mama held my baby, shushing her back to sleep after what
seemed like a nightmare?
Except babies don’t have nightmares, only visions of things they don’t
understand, visions of what’s to come.
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